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WHAT IS A BOY FROM FARGO DOING WRITING THIS BOOK?WHAT IS A BOY FROM FARGO DOING WRITING THIS BOOK?









MAKING A FUSS ABOUT JIM KOPLINMAKING A FUSS ABOUT JIM KOPLIN

Tell people that you are writing a book about a person they have never heard of, and a reasonable question is, “Who the hell is he?”

My shorthand summary: Jim Koplin was a “plain radical.” Not radical in the sense of dangerously extreme or a fanatical ideologue, but instead radical in its most basic meaning—going deep, to the root of a problem. Jim was radical in his analysis of the world, unflinching in his evaluation of the failures of our systems, unwilling to fudge the facts or hedge his bets. Jim believed that the only way to make sense of, and resist, the corrosive effects of an unequal distribution of wealth and power in our society was to get radical.

Jim was not plain in the sense of drab or uninteresting, but rather in the way he offered this unvarnished analysis—in plain language without jargon or posturing. He also preferred plain living; Jim didn’t try to make statements through his style or appearance, and in day-to-day life he avoided anything fancy or faddish.

The people who run the world typically try to dismiss anyone with a radical analysis as either threatening or flaky—radicals are painted as crazies who either are going to blow us up or annoy us with their self-indulgence. Jim quietly refuted those caricatures, in how he thought and how he lived. Jim was the most plainly radical person I have ever known, shaped by the unassuming farm life in which he was raised and the uncompromising left/feminist politics in which he immersed himself.

Because we need both radical analysis and plain living more than ever, I’m going to do what Jim never wanted me to do when he was alive—make a fuss about him.

Jim was not well known outside the circle of people who had met him—though in his seventy-nine years he met a good many people—but for those of us who knew him well he was a transformative figure. Jim was the kind of teacher who, cliché as it may sound, changed lives; the kind of political comrade one could count on to act ethically; the kind of person who brought a deeper meaning to the word “friend.” He also was really smart and he paid attention, to politics and ecology, and to the details of life. He knew a lot about people and about the larger living world.

[image: ]

Though Jim would not want me to overstate the case, the scope of his political vision and ecological understanding was distinctive; I have never met another person who followed both lines of inquiry so deeply and lived the ideas, however troubling, with such forbearance and equanimity. He romanticized neither rural life nor revolutionary politics, but rather drew the best from each tradition and constructed a sustainable political and ecological life that made sense for him, and to which many others were drawn. He participated in every important U.S. political movement of the last half of the twentieth century—civil rights, radical feminism, gay rights, antiwar, New Left, environmental—and from that activism learned “that the lesson is always that people have power, that hierarchy only provides the illusion of power and control,” as he once wrote. His legacy is captured not just in the political actions he was part of, but even more in how he lived. In that same 1980 letter to one of his former students and closest friends, Sox Sperry, Jim said:

I believe the most important thing we can do is push to explore the boundary of human possibilities, and then to live those discoveries out visibly in our own lives for other people to see, and continue to hope that there is enough time for the good examples to catch on (and for some of our failures to just fade away). Any other approach to change, I’m afraid, will merely replicate the structures that need to be destroyed.

Rather than seek converts to his particular way of living, Jim embraced life in a diverse community and offered his attention and affection to a wide variety of people. He didn’t make many specific demands on others but instead led his life in a dignified way that encouraged those of us who loved him to make demands on ourselves. By never exempting himself from the obligation to critically self-reflect, Jim made it hard for us to wiggle out of it.

That’s echoed in this passage from one of Jim’s favorite writers, Wendell Berry (another rather plain farm boy with radical ideas), who reflected on the compromises we face, and sometimes make, in an unsustainable world. After listing the things he happily deprives himself of (including television, colas, TV dinners, and recreational vehicles, things that Jim also avoided), Berry avoids self-congratulation:

It is plain to me that the line ought to be drawn without fail wherever it can be drawn easily. And it ought to be easy (though many do not find it so) to refuse to buy what one does not need. . . . And yet, if we are ever again to have a world fit and pleasant for little children, we are surely going to have to draw the line where it is not easily drawn. We are going to have to learn to give up things that we have learned (in only a few years, after all) to “need.” I am not an optimist; I am afraid that I won’t live long enough to escape my bondage to the machines. Nevertheless, on every day left to me I will search my mind and circumstances for the means of escape. And I am not without hope. I knew a man who, in the age of chainsaws, went right on cutting his wood with a handsaw and an axe. He was a healthier and saner man than I am. I shall let his memory trouble my thoughts.1

Jim Koplin was a healthier and saner person than I am. Probably healthier and saner than you, too. His memory troubles my thoughts and gives me comfort, and I want his story to trouble and comfort you.

This is a book not just about Jim’s life but about how his life and mine intersected, about the ideas that emerged from our collaboration, about how we loved each other as best we could during our time together on “the human estate of grief and joy.”2 With Jim I learned that the grief and joy are most fully lived not by evading our moral responsibilities as citizens or shutting out the bad news about the state of our ecosystems, but rather in embracing who we are and what we know, with confidence and humility. His humility was always far deeper than mine, which is why he never allowed me to write about him while he was alive. The only upside of his death is that I am now freed from that constraint.









DREAM I: WRITE THE BOOKDREAM I: WRITE THE BOOK

Hanging on the wall of my writing room is a papier-mâché mask, sculpted to emphasize our common humanity—putting on a mask of such an elemental human face is a reminder that every one of us is essentially the same. The face is painted a rich blue of sky and water, streaked with yellow from the sun, and hints of the red that flows in our veins. Around the edge of the mask are the words of the Buddhist teacher Chögyam Trungpa: “Hope and fear cannot alter the seasons.”

My friend Jim Koplin gave me that mask, which was made at the In the Heart of the Beast Puppet and Mask Theatre, where he had long reigned as the resident papier-mâché master. Jim was neither a Buddhist nor a fan of reducing a complex world to a sentence, but he liked that thought. Look around, the mask says to us: Other people, just like you, are sharing a world that you cannot control but can only live in, with those other people.

Very Koplinesque: We can’t control life, we can only love each other. We are subjects, not the masters, of the cycles of the larger living world. Don’t think that you control very much, outside of your own choices, and even that choosing is more complicated than we assume.

That’s easy to agree with, but can be hard to accept. At an important moment in my life with Jim, as we sat at his kitchen table talking about the shape of our love for each other and the future of that love, I was overwhelmed with the recognition that he likely would die before me. Jim was twenty-five years older, and as the implications of that washed over me, I broke down, for it was difficult to imagine my life without Jim.

He acknowledged my tears but cut the discussion short. “Every one of us is always a half-step away from death at any moment,” Jim said, counseling me not to be so sure that he would go first.

He wasn’t trying to shut me down, either out of discomfort with my tears or the thought of his own death. Jim simply saw no point in constraining our connection in the moment based on what might happen in the future. Neither hope nor fear was useful.

Jim was right, of course, that there is no predicting the future. But I was right, too. Jim did die before me, and I still find it difficult to imagine life without Jim, even as I live that reality.

Beyond my sorrow, Jim’s death presents another complication in my professional life. I am, among other things, a writer—or, perhaps more accurately, a person who sometimes writes—and every book I ever wrote started in conversation with Jim. So, writing this book about him, after his death, poses an obvious problem. Who am I as a writer—how do I write—without Jim?

After his death, I joked with his friends that for nearly a quarter-century I had been little more than Jim’s ventriloquist dummy—he generated ideas and I wrote them down. It’s not quite that simple, of course, but in my life as a teacher, speaker, and writer, there is very little that I have taught, spoken, and written that didn’t start in conversation with him. And Jim took great pleasure in seeing his ideas take shape in my syllabi, flow out of my mouth, and emerge from my keyboard.

In our conversation and correspondence, Jim and I built not just a relationship but also a way of understanding the world—politically, economically, culturally, and most crucially, ecologically. Jim was smarter than me, and he had a twenty-five-year head start, which meant that this construction of a holistic radical worldview—a critique both of abuses within the human family and humans’ abuses of the earth—began on a foundation he had laid long before we met. By the time I showed up in his life, he had framed up most of the structure, but together we did a lot of finish work. Then I was the one to go out in public to talk not just about how we built this way of seeing the world but what it means to live in it. My job was to try to contribute to a larger conversation about how to live in a world facing multiple, cascading crises that demand new ways of understanding ourselves and our collective life, as part of the larger living world around us.

When Jim died, I knew immediately I would want to write about him, our life together, and the way he understood that increasingly fragile world. Friends told me I should write. But I spent more than a year fussing and fretting about how I could write about Jim without Jim. I started the process one summer by reading all of our correspondence, the nearly three thousand pages that flowed between us, starting when we met in 1988 (we wrote to each other even while living in the same city). The next year I read and reread the couple of hundred pages of notes I had made from the letters, but still was stymied.

When my teaching duties were over in early May 2014, now eighteen months after his death, I returned to writing and found the same frustration waiting for me. A few weeks later I awoke in early morning from a dream about Jim that was hard not to interpret as a message from him.

In the dream, I am in a house that is like Koplin’s small two-bedroom house in Minneapolis, only larger and fancier. I am sleeping upstairs, in a bed that resembles the small loft bed at his house but is much more modern and larger, taking up a whole floor. I am cleaning up some of my books and papers from a table, which I take downstairs to file away. When I get downstairs, I realize that Jim is in his bed, which surprises me because I hadn’t seen him in a long time and thought he was traveling. I start to tiptoe, but he’s already stirring.

Then suddenly I’m standing next to Jim, who is sitting at a dining room table on which he has neatly placed a row of envelopes, letters I had written to him while traveling myself. He had been making copies and saving them for me, realizing that I would want to have them for my files. Jim is sitting at the table, his head down facing the floor so that I can’t see his face. I kneel down next to him, feeling overwhelmed by my love for him, and tell him that he had been gone for so long that it was almost as if he were dead. Then I pull back, realizing (in the dream) that he is dead. This jolts me awake, so startled that I sit up in bed and cry out, loud enough to wake my partner.

OK, it’s just a dream. Dreams rarely deliver a clear message. I don’t believe people who have died speak to us in our dreams. But it was hard not to interpret this dream as a request, maybe even a demand, from Jim: “Stop whining and write the book. I left you everything you need. It’s all in the files.”

A few years before Jim died, he had started to clean out his files and arrange his correspondence. Jim had saved all the letters from people he loved, along with carbon copies of most of the letters he had sent us. I also had saved everything he had ever sent me. Combining his files and mine produced those thousands of pages, full of big ideas that we hoped would change the world, along with daily gossip that made it so fun to live in the world with him. While he was alive, Jim had told all of his close friends that when he died we would find boxes and envelopes labeled with our names, and we were free to take them. He instructed his executor to contact everyone whose name was on a box, and then shred whatever wasn’t picked up, but nothing was left unclaimed. My name was on three boxes, the contents of which were neatly arranged, chronologically. It’s all in the files.

Just write the book, even if it’s hard. And this feels so hard.

Jim was one of the kindest people I’ve ever met but he could be harsh, and he believed we shouldn’t back away when things get hard. He was convinced that in those moments of intense personal suffering we found things in ourselves that might have otherwise gone undiscovered. From one of those letters in the file, written by Jim at a time when I was floundering in a failing marriage and was scared that (for complex reasons that can’t be discussed without hurting others) Jim might no longer trust me, he wrote:

These two things you probably know are true, but they can’t be said too often: I continue to believe you are at the most creative moment of your life (tough as it may seem at times), and my commitment to friendship with you hasn’t been changed a micron by the recent confusion. (October 20, 1993)

I don’t know how to imagine life without Jim, even as I am living that life. But I can trust in Jim.









DREAM II: THE WORLD IS DYING AND YOU CAN’T STOP ITDREAM II: THE WORLD IS DYING AND YOU CAN’T STOP IT

Next to that mask on my wall is the poster for the In the Heart of the Beast Puppet and Mask Theatre’s May Day parade in 2000. May Day in Minneapolis, which began as a small event in 1975, now draws tens of thousands for a community celebration of life and a call for justice and peace. Jim’s papier-mâché skills were much in demand in preparation, often leaving him frazzled, but that year was particularly difficult for him. In February, Jim’s ex-wife/gardening partner/lifelong friend had died after being struck while she waited on her bicycle at a traffic light at a downtown intersection, her life ended in a flash by a truck taking a corner too sharply. To add to the pain, Sally was a day away from moving into a house she had just built next to Jim’s, where they planned to take down the fence between the properties and garden together. Jim lost the person he had loved the longest and trusted the most.

Before Sally’s death, I had long joked with Jim that the two of them had lived a great love story: married in grad school, bonded through personal affection and political action, coming out later in life as gay and lesbian, friends forever, about to settle into the end of their lives next door to each other. A truck’s too-sharp turn took away the happily-ever-after ending we had all hoped for Jim and Sally.

Sandy Spieler, a gifted painter/sculptor/performer and the theatre’s artistic director, had worked alongside Jim for years and knew the depth of his pain. She captured it in that year’s May Day poster in a way that is both elegant and raw. In a stark yellow-and-black color scheme, two birds fly above a figure slightly hunched, crying into his hand, out of which a tree grows, the bark and green leaves the only other color. Sandy told me the image came from looking across the room at Jim one day and seeing the sadness that he could not hide, and which around his friends at the theatre he did not have to hide.

Long before Sally’s death, Jim had repeatedly said to me that life cannot be lived fully without facing grief, and that he saw too many people trying to numb that grief. That denial of grief stymies our ability to create something new out of our sorrow, which Sandy captured so beautifully. I think Jim was able to grieve so deeply in part because he had grown up on a farm where he learned—not just intellectually, but in his heart and body, living around animals—that there is no sense in either pretending death is easy nor ignoring its inevitability. Later that spring, Jim wrote to me about the process of coming to terms with Sally’s death:

My expectations for the indefinite future (the next 10 years at least) were totally interwoven in a mutual path with Sally. That’s all gone. And so I need to open all possibilities again—including moving out of the city, to another part of the country, world, whatever. I could continue on the current path—improving the gardens, working at HOBT, etc., and this could be a good life. But, I am “free” and need to explore all other options. The most likely outcome will most probably not look substantially different, who knows? (April 1, 2000)

What haunts me as I try to write about Jim is not his death and my grief, but the deeper grief that he and I spent countless hours facing together—not the death of a person but the death of the world as we knew it. What makes this difficult is not really a fear of writing without Jim or sadness about living without Jim, painful as that is. Rather, it is the grief at the core of my bond with him, a reaction to intensifying ecological degradation and the accelerating extinction of other species. We are living at the end of easy affluence and comfort, the end of cheap energy, and what should be the end of irresponsibility. The grief of watching the consequences of our irresponsibility is compounded by the culture’s general indifference and unwillingness to change.

Even in the days immediately after Jim’s death, as I struggled to accept that he was gone, this larger grief was on my mind. Jim died on a Saturday, and several of his closest out-of-town friends came to Minneapolis immediately to grieve together and help with the tasks of putting his affairs in order. That Tuesday morning—sleeping fitfully in the same single bed that I always occupied when visiting Jim, under a sleeping bag because the furnace was on a timer and always turned so far down at night that it felt a bit like winter camping in his house—I woke up at 4 a.m., panicked about the dream I had just had.

Once again, I don’t think dreams provide some kind of special insight into the world. But sometimes it’s pretty clear that in our sleep we wrestle with our greatest fears.

In the dream I am in the large living room of a house, standing near a picture window. A man, part of the family living in the house, rushes in to say that we are losing a limb on the tree. He shouts at me to get a tree expert on the line, and I dial and hand him the phone. Just as he’s about to explain what is happening, we look out the window and see the limb crack off and drop to the ground. When the same thing happens to another tree, the man drops the phone and everyone rushes outside to help. I follow them out the door, and when I step into the backyard, my first view is a panoramic sweep of the entire yard, at the center of which is a huge tree that is unlike the other trees we had seen out the window. This is the mother tree, a symbol of all life, with intertwined roots and branches above ground, with everything visible. But I can see that the core roots are dying, dried out and lifeless.

As I walk toward the tree, I realize there are large flying insects that have landed on the ground. They aren’t stinging or even flying; they are lethargic, barely moving. As I walk toward the tree, I realize there also are hundreds of small toads in the tree and on the ground, and I can’t take a step without crushing one. I am distraught, overwhelmed, paralyzed, wanting to move toward the tree to help but not wanting to kill any toads. But they continue to surround me, so that any move I make will kill some of them. I am trapped, unable to do anything meaningful to save any of the life that is dying around me without contributing to the death of more creatures. As I start to break down psychologically in the dream, I wake up.

That dream is also easy to interpret. It’s one thing to realize that we are part of the cycle of life and death. It’s something quite different to see that this cycle is changing dramatically, that we are living in a time of multiple, cascading crises that generate problems that likely cannot be solved. Worse, our bungled attempts at solutions often only intensify the damage. It may be that the best we can do is try to manage our decline with some sanity and grace.

That subject had become especially central to my life with Jim. The last time I saw him was four months before he died, when I made one of my regular visits to Minneapolis and we engaged in our regular activities, which revolved around conversation. One of those mornings, after our coffee-shop visit and chores, I sat in my chair in the corner of his living room—always a distinctive memory because its springs were wearing unevenly, which pushed my butt over to one side and required regular shifting back to the center—with Jim lying on the futon couch, which was folded down to serve as his bed while I visited. These were our stations, where we settled in to review the news, ponder the questions, reach conclusions, plan projects.

We gossiped about trivia and we laughed a lot, because it’s impossible to face reality without laughing a lot. But at our stations, the primary task was to not pretend. We wanted to know, to report on what we have learned, to examine things from all the angles, to come to our best guess at what is happening. The conversations meandered but always eventually circled back to the crises.

At one moment I remember clearly, sitting in that chair, I felt overwhelmed by knowing. I don’t recall the specific topic, whether it was climate change or soil erosion or species extinction, or a review of them all. I just remember that at that moment, I knew too much and I understood that I couldn’t unknow any of it. I had reached a point of such grief that I couldn’t speak of it, and so I started to cry, quietly. “This is just too . . .” I said, unable to finish the sentence. Jim was quiet. He knew there was nothing to say, no way to put it all in perspective, no big picture in which everything suddenly makes sense. Jim hated glib responses that derailed the grief; he knew the struggle to deal with this knowledge was more emotional than intellectual and that there was no way through it except through it.

Jim had talked to me about his sense of the crises the first year we met, and his own awareness of it went back at least a decade before that. At that moment, we both sat quietly with the awareness that humans are destroying the beauty of the larger living world, leaving those who are less privileged than us to bear most of the suffering, and that this path the world is on will not change significantly in our lifetimes.

More and more people are thinking about this, and feeling it. But as a culture we are in deep denial, which means many of the people who want to speak about this grief find themselves in spaces with people who can’t bear to hear it. Every year, more people tell me they are struggling to cope with these realities but have difficulty finding a place to speak of the struggle, to find support. “Don’t be so negative,” they are scolded. “People find a way to work it out,” they are assured. And, when those clichés fail to pacify, the reality-deniers resort to “Just have faith,” though it’s not clear what kind of faith we should have in what kind of forces that might magically come to our rescue.

I don’t know how to imagine life with this awareness, even as I am living that life. This book is a record of how Jim helped me face that.
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COMING TOGETHERCOMING TOGETHER









FIRST MEETINGFIRST MEETING

Jim Koplin and I met in October 1988, after I landed in a Ph.D. program at the University of Minnesota in Minneapolis. I was working that first term on a seminar paper on the feminist critique of pornography and men’s sexual exploitation of women, which had reached critical mass as a national movement in Minneapolis about five years earlier, and I had heard there was a local group still working on the issue. Jim was the group’s all-purpose office assistant, a volunteer but working nearly full time, and so it wasn’t surprising that he answered the phone when I called to ask for information.

Once Jim determined that I was who I claimed to be—a naïve graduate student and not one of the occasional callers who wanted to talk about pornography to get sexually aroused—he agreed to meet with me. He suggested a morning meeting, starting with a proposal for 9 a.m. but noting that he was an early riser and would gladly meet earlier. I told him I also got up early, and we worked our way back to 6:15 a.m. I arrived at the Roberts Shoe Store building at the corner of Lake Street and Chicago Avenue a few minutes early, as is my habit. It was Jim’s habit, too, and we went up to the Organizing Against Pornography office on the third floor to begin a conversation that would alter the course of my life in ways I could not have imagined that fall morning.

I am one of a group of Jim’s friends, comrades, and former students who can say that if I hadn’t met Jim Koplin I’m not sure who I would be today, but I know that I would not be the person I am. Jim wrote little and preferred working behind the scenes to front stage. So, despite five decades of teaching, political activism, and community service—and five decades of ongoing intellectual work, marked by his relentless way of pursuing questions—the name Jim Koplin means little or nothing to people who haven’t met him. Yet for some of us who got to know him, we can divide our lives into the period before we met Koplin and all that came after.

At first glance, Jim was neither clearly charismatic nor exceptionally attractive. He appeared to be a plain-looking white guy from Minnesota, nonintrusive in the world, quiet, and in some settings quite shy. That’s because, in many ways, he was exactly that, which made all the other things he was even more intriguing.

Here’s a quick snapshot of the major markers of Jim’s life and mine.

James Henry Koplin

Jim was born January 27, 1933, on a farm near the small town of Vergas, Minnesota, the only child of Emil F. Koplin and Dorathea (Schlicht) Koplin. When farming no longer provided enough income, his parents took jobs in town, and Jim graduated from high school in the slightly bigger small town of Lake Park. Jim went off to the University of North Dakota in Grand Forks for a year before transferring to the University of Minnesota in Minneapolis, where he completed a B.A. in psychology in 1955. From 1955–57, he served as a lieutenant in the U.S. Army, mostly at the Aberdeen Proving Ground, home to various kinds of weapons research and ordnance testing. Jim returned to the University of Minnesota and completed a Ph.D. in psychology in 1962. During his graduate studies he met fellow graduate student Sally Katz, and they married in 1959. They made a conscious decision not to have children.

In 1962 Jim began his teaching career at Vanderbilt University in Nashville, Tennessee, where he and Sally got involved in the civil-rights movement, the first of many contributions they both made to political organizing. Frustrated with the structure of conventional university education, he quit Vanderbilt and became one of the founding faculty members at Hampshire College in Amherst, Massachusetts, in 1970, but even the more open atmosphere of an explicitly progressive college felt too restrictive. A frugal person and careful saver, he retired early, moving to Fort Wayne, Indiana, in 1980, where he helped establish the Center for Nonviolence with a former student, Sox Sperry.

In 1982 Jim moved back to Minneapolis, where over the years he volunteered for a number of community organizations dedicated to social justice and ecological sustainability, including Northern Sun Alliance, Organizing Against Pornography, the In the Heart of the Beast Puppet and Mask Theatre, and the Land Stewardship Project. And, perhaps most important, Jim was an extremely skilled farmer-gardener who worked whatever land was available where he lived and helped many friends with their gardens and farms.

Jim died on December 15, 2012, in Minneapolis after a short struggle with pneumonia, two days after being taken to the emergency room when he suddenly became weak and disoriented.

Robert William Jensen

I was born twenty-five years after Jim, in Devil’s Lake, North Dakota, and spent most of my childhood in Fargo, where I went to high school. I graduated from Minnesota State University Moor-head with a degree in social studies and secondary education but never taught in middle or high school, choosing instead to work at newspapers as a reporter and copy editor. Along with an M.A. in journalism and public affairs from American University in Washington, DC, in 1984, I earned a Ph.D. in journalism and mass communication from the University of Minnesota in 1992, also the year that my son was born.

Since the fall of 1992, I have been a professor at the University of Texas in Austin, where I also am active in a variety of political movements and community organizations. I married a second time, to singer/songwriter Eliza Gilkyson.

[image: ]

This book is about the intersection of those two biographies and the ideas that Jim and I generated together. It is in part a love story, for Jim and I loved each other deeply, in ways that changed over time and took varying forms, sometimes the source of intense pain but always solid at the core. It is in part an intellectual memoir, describing the worldview Jim had been constructing, which drew not only from his scholarly and political lives but also from what he had learned in his rural upbringing. And it is in part a political polemic, an argument for how we should understand problems and think about solutions—in those cases when solutions are possible—to create a decent human future, if there is to be a human future at all.

This book is also my attempt to, borrowing from a Wendell Berry poem, “go dark.” In other books I have written, I have explored what I know and have written about what I can illuminate with what I know. In “To Know the Dark,” Berry reminds us that “To go in the dark with a light is to know the light. To know the dark, go dark.”1

There often are good reasons to fear the dark. This is not a book about pretending to be fearless, but about moving into the dark with our fears. Jim and I had lived through the same kind of darkness but had developed very different ways of dealing with it, which means our story together starts long before we met.









UNDULY ABUSEDUNDULY ABUSED

Jim Koplin was born on the farm, in a house without electricity that was heated by a wood stove, during a raging January blizzard. His father had taken the wagon to get the doctor when his mother went into labor in the evening, but Jim was born before Emil could return. It was a harsh entry into a world both terrifying and beautiful.

Jim loved the central Minnesota land on which he grew up—he was full of stories about working on the farm, tramping around in the woods, summer swimming in the nearby lakes—but what went on inside that house was not the source of happy memories. The circumstances of his birth—alone with his mother, in the cold—changed little throughout his childhood. The joyful stories flowed freely, but Jim spoke very little about details of that harshness. Apart from a handful of old pictures, he kept very few records from his childhood and virtually nothing regarding his father, Emil. But after Jim’s death, as friends gathered and went through his belongings, we found in his files one yellowed letter about his father.

On June 9, 1933, John L. Townley, Jr., sat down in his law office in Fergus Falls, Minnesota, and composed a short note to Mr. Emil Koplin of Vergas. Writing in his official capacity as the Otter Tail County Attorney, Mr. Townley wrote to put Emil on notice. The letter, in its entirety, reads:

Your sister, Mrs. L.M. Gullickson, now living in Vergas, has complained to me as County Attorney with reference to your conduct towards her at the Rose Lake Pavilion and also on the road between Vergas and Frazee. Even though Mrs. Gullickson is your sister you have no right to assault or to unduly abuse her. Mrs. Gullickson has explained quite fully the circumstances and it appears that your conduct has not been that of a gentleman.

There are no details in Jim’s files as to the nature of these assaults. In rural Minnesota in 1933, I am not sure what would have constituted undue abuse by a man against his adult sister in public, but those few sentences speak volumes not only about Emil but also about the world around him. It appears that Mr. Townley believed Mrs. Gullickson’s account, yet these two attacks in public led not to an investigation and possible criminal charges but instead a polite rebuke by a gentleman, with a reminder of the need for more gentlemanly conduct.

Jim was four months old when his father received that letter. Jim was born into a house ruled by a man who did not hesitate to assault his own sister in public, severely enough that it drove the sister to contact a public official, no doubt a major step at that time, when such problems typically were dealt with quietly within the family. The attorney’s warning suggested that as a brother, Emil had some right to control his sister, but that right did not include undue abuse. Emil Koplin was a mean and violent drunk, living in a culture in which mean, violent drunks were tolerated so long as they controlled their violence, out of public view, confined to the home.

Jim had never spoken to me about that incident and had never mentioned the attorney’s letter or why he kept it. He was blunt in describing his father but never detailed specific acts of violence that he or his mother endured. He simply said that his mother was a victim of what we now call domestic violence, and he once speculated to me that he likely was conceived as a result of what we now call marital rape. From what little Jim said, I gathered that Emil had broken the spirit of Dorathea early in the marriage. Though he offered no details of his own experience, Jim also made it clear that his mother was not the only target of his father’s violence, and on occasion he would make an observation that hinted at that reality. When talking about how trauma is manifested in the body, Jim told me that starting when he was about five years old, he threw up at night three or four times a week, every week, regularly. This was apparently ignored by his parents until it stopped at about age ten, and the explanation offered was that he “outgrew” whatever the problem was.

“My father treated his animals better than his wife and child,” Jim once told me. “Let’s leave it at that.” From Jim’s account, his father was a hardworking farmer who took seriously his obligation to care for land and animals. It seems that his father’s main, and perhaps only, virtue was his work ethic and that on all other fronts, Emil was a failed person, generally unlikeable, feared more than respected in town. Jim told me that when he left for college, he knew that he was leaving his mother to face that terror alone, and that he knew she wouldn’t last long by herself. He also knew that if he stayed, there would be two broken people, two lost souls.

While Jim never wavered on his assessment of his father—there were no moments of “but he was my dad and I loved him”—he took no pleasure in his rejection of Emil and didn’t enjoy talking about it. When the subject of his estrangement from his father after his mother’s death came up, he offered few details and made it clear he had made a choice not to revisit that part of his life. He had dealt with it, decided to walk away, and had no interest in looping back to reexamine. Jim took great care in making decisions, examining a question from every angle, but once a decision was made, he stayed on course. On this question, he said he had no regrets. This is how he described it in a letter to me, at a point when I was struggling with my family’s pathology:

After my mother died, [my father] lived for another 10 years or so. I am not too clear about this, but expect I saw him only once. When we got back from France in the summer of 1970, I was at Hampshire getting the college ready to open. He had a stroke and was hospitalized. I flew to Minnesota to check on the situation and talk to my stepmother. That was it. She let me know he was battering her in a repeat of my mother’s situation. She was indirectly asking me for help. I told her I had done that trip (in gentler words) and that if she needed help she should turn to her own adult son. [Emil] died after a series of strokes, I believe the next May, the night before Sally and I were to leave for two months in France. I called [my stepmother] and told her to bury him and keep whatever was in the estate—I was leaving for France as planned. All this is now 20 years back in my life—and I rarely revisit the story in any form. (February 5, 1996)

He didn’t revisit, but he remembered. I always had the feeling that Jim had detailed recollections of it all, memories that never faded in intensity, to the very end of his life. It was as if he remembered too much, too clearly, and had to close that door or risk being overwhelmed by it. Given how much time he and I spent talking about and analyzing the violence of the world, especially men’s intimate violence, it was hard not to notice how little he talked about this part of his history. In other realms, including very private matters about sexuality, he was not hesitant to speak of his own experience: “My first source of knowledge, my primary laboratory, is my own body/heart/mind,” he wrote in a draft of an outline for a book on male sexuality that he and I once discussed. “I trust most what I have experienced.”

“Terror” is not too strong a word for those early experiences. The few times Jim spoke of that violence, it was clear he was choosing his words carefully, almost tiptoeing around the memories, as if that terror was still close. In that book outline, he started with dedications, including this:

To my mother Dorathea, who brought me into this world

alone

one January morning

on a farm in rural Minnesota

and whose life

in its concrete pain

taught me what the oppression of women

is all about.

Jim learned from that experience, but he resisted being defined by it. Yet who can escape the effects of such a home? Refusing to be defined by that terror, Jim cordoned off that part of his past. That may have been a good decision and may have been the only choice he had, the only way he could survive. But can a choice to shut off one part of our lives be so easily contained? Or do such choices inevitably mean we lose access to parts of our self—or parts of our potential self—that come along with the terror?

Koplin and I bonded so intensely as friends in part because of a shared experience of a childhood defined by terror, from the very beginning. Unlike Jim, I cannot remember. Jim seemed to be able to recall every detail of such a dangerous childhood and chose to put those memories aside. It was as if Jim had kept a ledger that contained every experience, duly noting every act of being unduly abused. Every incident went on the books. For me, every incident went into a black hole.









BLACK HOLEBLACK HOLE

The bond I formed with Jim had something to do with shared experiences growing up—from one’s earliest memory, from the time before a child has language to remember with, from the time before conscious memories form—in terror, and surviving that terror. Here’s the story of my childhood:

My childhood is mostly blank. During my childhood I was mostly mute. I existed, and I spoke. But I don’t remember very much of that existence and I don’t remember speaking very often. For now, all I can do is mark what isn’t there:

When Robert Jensen was a child,________________.

It’s possible that later I will be able to fill in the blank. But for now, the story has to move forward with lots of blanks.

Blanks lead to questions. When I talk about this, people ask . . .

What do you mean when you say you can’t remember?

Some years are a complete blank, others are fragmented and sketchy at best. I have, literally, no recollection of the first six years of my life. From age six to eleven, it’s a jumble of disconnected fragments. Starting at twelve, I can start to accumulate enough fragments to piece together a tentative narrative, albeit with big gaps. And there’s one really big gap when I was fifteen, my sophomore year in high school; that year is completely blank. Starting with the year I was sixteen, I have something that seems to approximate the kind of memory most people taken for granted.

Why is it so hard to remember?

I assume, based on what I’ve read and how this feels, that I don’t remember because pretty bad things happened, fairly regularly, when I was a kid. Psychologists call it dissociative amnesia.

If you can’t remember, how do you know pretty bad things happened?

Because some things that are inaccessible to the conscious mind still live in one’s body and come out in other ways. The body keeps the score, to borrow from the title of a book on trauma.1 More later.

I used to envy Jim’s ability to remember. He had decided to close the ledger, but he had the ledger. He had the choice whether or not to open it, to look back if he chose to. When memories are stored in a black hole, those memories go in, nothing comes out. Maybe I can choose to go into the black hole to retrieve them. But I mostly believe modern physics—if light can’t escape from a black hole, I don’t think I have much of a chance.

Back to the questions.

What if things weren’t as bad as you imagine?

My fear isn’t that things were as bad as I imagine, but rather that it was worse than I can possibly imagine. Not knowing is hard, but knowing—depending on what there is to be known—may be harder. When I was at first starting to understand all this, Jim raised this possibility: “Once you know what happened to you, you will have to live with that knowing. I’m not so sure that living with the knowing is better than living with the not knowing.” (December 23, 1994)

Jim reiterated that advice with lines from Toni Cade Bambara’s novel The Salt Eaters, in which the healer Minnie Ransom asks, “Are you sure, sweetheart, that you want to be well? . . . Just so’s you’re sure, sweetheart, and ready to be healed, cause wholeness is no trifling matter. A lot of weight when you’re well.”2 Indeed, a lot of weight when you’re well, but also a lot of weight when you’re not. It seems to me that life is a lot of weight no matter what I choose. Black holes are heavy.

Does the black-hole metaphor seem too dramatic? Let me try again.

My memories of childhood are behind a locked door. There’s a key, but it’s behind the locked door, too. So if I want to get into that room, I have to decide how to get in. I can pay a locksmith to open the door, which takes time. I can bust down the door. Or I can burn the house down.

One more question.

Why don’t you just let it go?

Let it go? I’ve been dragging this around my whole life. Do you think I chose that? Do you think I get to choose any of this? If it sounds weird, that’s because it is. Here’s how weird this can get:

I was reading a story about a Supreme Court case involving the rules under which victims of child pornography can seek restitution from people who are convicted of viewing images of the abuse.3 Whatever the legal issues, the important story is the horror of what the woman who was used in the pictures has endured in her life. Not only did she have to live through the abuse that is recorded in the photos, but the photos live forever. It’s a kind of trauma that challenges our ability to empathize. We can try to understand, but we really can’t, and we aren’t sure we really want to. All we can do is wish there were a way to magically destroy every image and then magically wipe clean the minds of everyone who ever saw the photos. And then wipe our own minds clean of the knowledge that the pictures ever existed, that idea of taking such pictures ever existed.

But here’s the odd thing about my reaction to the story: I had a strange twinge of envy. I thought to myself, “I wish there were pictures.” That’s twisted, but I thought, “She is lucky because she has proof.” I don’t really wish I had pictures, of course. I just wish I knew. I wish I had more than body twitches and panic attacks, more than a regular foreboding feeling of someone hovering over me, more than dream fragments of being pinned down, more than an ongoing fear that I may at any time dissociate completely and never find my way back. This gets scary. Here’s how scary this can get:

A few years ago while traveling, I couldn’t sleep and started pacing the hotel room, growing more and more frightened of something, of someone, of some threat that seemed present in what I knew to be a room in which I was alone. As I paced, I moved toward the corner of the room, increasingly agitated and crying. Then I must have fallen asleep. When I woke up I was curled up in that corner, with no clear sense of what had happened beyond that short description. I was nineteen the first time I dissociated like that, and it happened again when I was in my forties. This was the third incident in my adult life, each time coming without much warning. Most days, at some point during the day, I wonder if this will be the day for a fourth time, from which I don’t return.

Things happened to me when I was a child. They happened over and over again, for a long time. I know that much, as much as I know anything about myself.

That’s the hardest part of black holes that hide behind locked doors: I know things to be true that others say I can’t know for sure, and I know about things that I may never be able to figure out. I think I know. I doubt what I know and what I don’t know. All of this swirls around in my head, leaving me wondering whether I can even know that I am the person I think I am. On bad days, I wonder whether I am really a person.









PRIVILEGED BUT NOT NORMALPRIVILEGED BUT NOT NORMAL

Jim Koplin and I are not normal, but we are extremely privileged. He and I are: male, white, U.S. citizens by birth, educated, with professional careers that began when we were both married to women. He and I look pretty much like the people who run the world. (An aside: I switched in this section to the present tense for both me and Jim, because it’s clumsy to refer to him in the past and me in the present. I don’t imagine he’s still with us.)

Jim and I are very aware what this privilege means in day-to-day life: When we walk around in that world we can assume that we will be treated with dignity and respect. That is perhaps the greatest advantage that comes with being born into our place in the world: One’s dignity is not routinely challenged. People may treat me badly for any number of reasons, but that I am due respect is never at issue simply because of who I am.

A whole lot of people with this kind of privilege hold on tightly to it, hope that they will continue to have it, and are willing to defend the systems that give them the privilege—they like the existing state of affairs. Some of us with that privilege don’t like the way power operates in this world and don’t defend the systems, but we can’t give the privilege away—it’s the product of how the world treats us, not a function of how we feel about the world. Privilege is about how other people react to who we are, as they see us, not about our evaluation of the politics behind our identities.

But having that privilege—living with identities that make us part of the group that has the dominant role in setting society’s norms—does not mean that we have to be normal. We can’t give away privilege, but we can refuse to be normal. In a world with norms (the stated and unstated rules that govern behavior, based on certain values) that are inconsistent with social justice and ecological sustainability, not being normal is a sensible goal.

One aspect of this choice is to work in political movements that challenge the illegitimate structures of authority behind the privilege. There is a long history of honorable people making such contributions, whether the issue is race, gender, sexual orientation, American imperial crimes, or wealth. One motivation to take such principled stands is ethical: We are morally obligated to resist injustice, to work for a more just and equitable world. Let’s call that the argument from justice.

There’s also an argument from self-interest. There obviously are short-term material benefits that flow from being part of a group with a disproportionate share of wealth and power—you tend to have easier access to more stuff, and deal with much less repression by authority—but to embrace the system that provides those benefits is to surrender part of your humanity. There also are shallow psychological benefits that flow from being part of those groups—it puffs up your sense of your self-worth—but to embrace that sense of superiority is to surrender the rest of your humanity. That is contrary to self-interest.

I believe this, but I don’t like the way I just stated it, because it implies that the decent people (like me, and those who agree with me) will always choose to challenge systems of power, and the other people (the ones who aren’t decent) choose the opposite. That’s arrogant and simplistic, for no one person ever makes the “right” choices all the time—in part because it’s not always clear what the right choices are, and even when it is clear, we aren’t perfect or perfectible beings. We all fail, more often than any of us likes to acknowledge.

I have been stumbling through this for a long time, with moments of clarity along the way. One of those came when I was listening to a cassette tape of a 1993 interview with Noam Chomsky, which came as a premium for subscribing to Z Magazine.1 After analyzing the careerist motivations that he suspects lead some academics to embrace intellectual fads such as postmodernism, or to avoid engaging in critical politics even when they support a critical analysis, Chomsky quickly adds that he understands the pressures people live under and doesn’t want to be too judgmental. He says, simply, “It’s hard to live in this world.”

It is, indeed, hard to live in a world structured on so many hierarchies. Those who have it the hardest, the people on the bottom, often face abuse and deprivation that is difficult to understand without experience. But up the ladder, people with more status and privilege also struggle. It would be absurd to suggest that all struggles are equivalent, of course, but it also would be short-sighted to ignore the stress that people live with, even in privileged positions, if for no other reason than the best strategies for social change require an awareness of people’s motivations.

The thing that has made living in this world easier for me is not being normal, and finding a community of other not-normal people. And the not-normalest person I knew was Jim Koplin. We recognized that in each other in our first meeting, though it took time for each of us to reveal the extent of our not-normality to each other. Year by year, as our relationship deepened, we revealed our individual quirks, more often than not discovering they were shared. We both disliked routinized gift-giving rituals, for example, and in all our years together we never exchanged a single gift. As we recognized the ways we both felt out of step with the culture, we found ourselves walking more comfortably together. From Jim, I learned a lot about the value of being not-normal.

First, and most important, refusing to be normal for Jim was about values and the way one lived, not about style or fashion. He didn’t work at looking different than the mainstream, but was more interested in living different values. He wore plain, functional clothes, spending as little on his wardrobe as possible. He didn’t modify his body to announce to the world, “I’m different.” He didn’t have a problem with the wide variety of style choices that others made, but long before I met him he had decided not to expend unnecessary time, energy, or money on such things. Jim never talked about “lifestyle” choices but instead focused on more basic decisions about how to live.

Jim and I talked often about these choices and our mutual disposition toward not-normal, especially while I was going through graduate school and early in my teaching career at the University of Texas. As someone with a lot of privilege, I faced little harassment for my critical intellectual or political views, but instead had to deal with more subtle forces, the way institutions offer rewards and hint at punishments to discourage challenges to the system. I had decisions to make about how I would respond to those forces.

Jim didn’t tell me to follow his path but instead talked about how he made choices, and I ended up making many decisions along the same lines. I focused my attention—whether in teaching, writing, or organizing—on many of the same issues that concerned him, gravitating toward radical analyses that provided more compelling critiques than conventional liberalism. Once I got tenure and job security, I gave up on traditional academic research and scholarly publishing, just as he had done, to focus more time on bringing ideas to life in the world.

I often joked that I was living out Jim’s life twenty-five years behind him, which was of course too simple, partly because twenty-five years later the choices were in a different context but also because we didn’t agree on all things, intellectual or strategic. But we lived our lives in the same groove, in large part because neither of us felt normal, or wanted to be normal. Growing up in a house that appears from the outside to be normal but that inside is chaotic, violent, and unsafe—well, it can sour a person on the idea of normal. The trick is seeing that the source of the problem is not just that you are an odd kid, or that you happened to get the one bad father in the world—you have to learn to see the problems as the predictable consequences of hierarchies.

I see that clearly today, but for the first thirty years of my life I tried, off and on, to be normal, in the sense of adjusting to the norms devised by the people who run the world—those folks who look pretty much like me. I failed miserably, and generally was miserable, trying to fit in. Most notably, I tried to be a normal man, both in psychological and sexual terms, and was hopeless at it. In addition to never feeling man enough, I didn’t want most of what the culture was offering me in consumer choices (it didn’t matter what they were selling, I didn’t enjoy buying things), entertainment (a whole lot of pop culture struck me as either frightening or boring), and life objectives (the people I knew who had managed to acquire some wealth or power seemed to be more miserable than I was).

Jim was the first person I met who not only shared this perspective but was living an alternative that seemed workable for someone like me, who didn’t want to capitulate to hierarchies but wanted to remain part of institutions in which I could do the thinking, teaching, and writing that I loved. I never felt drawn to the extremes—either secluding myself in the woods as a hermit, or imagining that the revolution was just around the corner in the United States, or living a marginal Dumpster-diving existence. There can be honorable ways to live those lives, but none is my life. Jim provided a healthy model of how one could recognize and cope with being privileged without being normal.

Although it sounds self-indulgent for a privileged person to say, it is hard to live in this world if one is isolated while trying to live in a system that is out of sync with one’s values. Many people have decided it’s just easier to adapt, but I’ve found it is easier to give up the quest to be normal—if one has support and is part of a community that can provide meaning in other ways. My previous attempts to reject a normal life had never been sustainable because I had attempted to do it by myself. Jim taught me that any serious attempt to live out different values required commitment to others, not only in political organizing but in some kind of loving community. He also taught me that rejecting the dominant culture’s values did not require us to reject people who didn’t agree with us; he never believed his radical political analysis had to set him apart from others or made him better than them. For Jim that wasn’t an organizing strategy—pretend to like “ordinary” people so you can persuade them to become radical—but was rather just the way he lived.

Ironies abound in all this: The people without privilege—those who have been excluded by those who are normal—are most likely to recognize the limits of normal but sometimes feel the pressure to try to be normal most acutely. If one is always facing potential exclusion from mainstream institutions by virtue of race or gender, for example, one response is to try to fit in as much as possible in the ways that an individual can control. Those of us with privilege have more protection when we declare openly that we want to break with the system that produced the privileges.

Here’s a trivial but illustrative example: When I first started teaching at the University of Texas, I wore what was most comfortable, which meant no suit jackets, ties, dress shirts, or fancy shoes. I taught my classes in T-shirts and work pants, even shorts when the Texas heat got overwhelming. I felt proud of myself for defying the professorial dress code, until I realized that colleagues who were female or non-white might not feel so free to be so casual. If your authority to be in front of the class is already suspect because you don’t have that privilege, the choice to dress comfortably sloppy might be risky. Should I continue to refuse to mark myself as a “professional” by rejecting these class-based clothing rituals? Maybe that’s a good thing, so long as I don’t think that by wearing work clothes I can magically transform myself from privileged professional into a member of the working class. Should I adopt the more traditional clothing choices of my female and non-white colleagues out of solidarity? How do I sort out these choices when there is no consensus among my friends and allies? This example is relatively easy (I continue to dress casually); things get more complicated as the stakes rise.

This search for an ethical relationship to privilege/normality can be maddening. As I’ve struggled through this question, every time I think I can make a clear and uncontestable point, there’s another consideration that requires an amendment. Jim and I spent hours on these matters, because getting it right does matter, even if the complexity of our lives means we can never really get it right, and there usually is not a single right answer.

One thing I’m pretty sure about: Given my privileges, my job is usually to be the craziest person in the room.2 By “crazy” I don’t mean psychologically unstable, but rather that people who look like me should not be afraid to state challenges to the system in the most radical fashion possible. Rather than making a watered-down plea for diversity, I should be critiquing white supremacy—not only the openly racist forms but also white liberals’ acceptance of institutionalized racism. Rather than politely calling for men to be gentler, I should be critiquing patriarchy—not only the openly sexist forms but also liberal men’s routine participation in the sexual exploitation of women. Rather than pretending that “conscious capitalism” or “green capitalism” offer any hope for social justice and ecological sustainability, I should be saying bluntly that capitalism is an inhuman, anti-democratic, and fundamentally unsustainable system. And instead of spouting vacuous “support the troops” platitudes, I should be willing to tell the truth about the nature of the United States’ illegitimate use of violence to try to dominate the world’s politics and economy.

I can’t give away my privilege, but I can use it, strategizing with others involved in social movements to leverage it most effectively. And while being clear about that, I can recognize that my own fulfillment depends on escaping the trap that this privilege sets for me—I can reject the culture’s demand that I be normal.

Jim was central to my struggle to be not-normal. Part of our connection in this endeavor was emotional and even physical—we both felt deeply, in our bodies as well as our hearts—the need to resist the demands of “normal.” But this orientation to the world was also intellectual and political, and moving between feeling and analysis was important, a project that Jim and I spent many hours discussing, many years tinkering with.









A LIFE OF THE MIND AND BODYA LIFE OF THE MIND AND BODY

When we humans look back to construct a story about our lives, it’s tempting to make ourselves look smarter and nobler than we are, especially if we’ve had some success and want to bolster our claim to enjoy the fruits of that success. The story of my life, if I were to be honest, is more a tale of dumb luck and stubborn persistence. Like most people, I stumbled into my life more than I planned it.

I started writing publicly at the age of sixteen after realizing that one of the few places that misfits could fit in at a high school was the newspaper office, and I pursued journalism jobs mainly because I didn’t have any other identifiable skills. But as I approached the age of thirty, my journalistic abilities had taken me as far as I was likely to go. I had a good job at a good regional daily newspaper, the St. Petersburg Times in Florida, but I didn’t have the chops to go much further. I wasn’t management material, I lacked the killer instinct to be a top news reporter, and I didn’t have the necessary flair for storytelling to be a great feature writer. I often joke that I was one of those journalists who was reliable in performing the real task of mainstream journalism—filling the space between the ads. I was a competent copy editor and enjoyed that work, but I knew it wouldn’t sustain me over time. Journalists facing that reality often go into public relations, figuring that if they are facing a dead-ended career they might as well make better money and get out of working nights and weekends. But I had gotten a taste of PR work when I was in my early twenties, doing writing and publicity work for a small liberal-arts college, and knew it wasn’t for me.

The job that seemed most intriguing for someone with my limited skill set was university teaching. A three-month student-teaching stint at a middle school when I was in college was all I needed to realize that teaching that age group took far more maturity than I had at that moment, and likely more patience than I would ever have. Sitting at that copy desk in Florida, turning over my options, I kept thinking that teaching at a university might be my ticket out, but I wasn’t sure how it all worked. I had been to college but, like most students, wasn’t too clear on how professors got to be professors. I had a master’s degree in journalism and public affairs, but it was from a program that focused on professional training, not the research and scholarship that prepares graduate students for academic careers.

I asked around and found out that with my limited professional journalism experience, my chances of finding a permanent university teaching job would be enhanced by going back to school for a doctoral degree. I didn’t really know what it took to get a Ph.D. or what it meant to be a scholar, but I stumbled forward. I bought a study guide for the Graduate Record Exam and dutifully worked my way through the practice tests, memorizing basic math terms and formulas that I had forgotten years before. I applied to only one doctoral program, at the University of Minnesota—not because I had evaluated the program and faculty and decided it was the best fit (no one told me I was supposed to do that), but because I had once lived in Minneapolis and it was familiar. My GRE studying paid off (I actually scored higher on the math than the verbal, a reminder of the limited value of standardized tests) and I was accepted, but I wasn’t sure how I was going to work out the finances. Then one day I got a call from the graduate adviser of the School of Journalism and Mass Communication, who said she had good news: I had been awarded a university fellowship. My savvy question in response: “What is a fellowship?” She explained that the fellowship would cover my tuition and provide a monthly stipend, which meant I would not have to work as a teaching assistant for the first year, freeing me up to focus on my courses. My second savvy question: “What exactly does a teaching assistant do?” She patiently explained, and I continued the sharp line of questions: “Is this fellowship a good thing? Should I accept it?” Yes, she said, this is the best thing we can offer you, and you should take it.

So that fall I showed up in Minneapolis, found an apartment, and reported to an office to sign all the papers. But I still really couldn’t believe they were going to pay me to read, think, and write an occasional paper. I kept asking what responsibilities I would have, what kind of work I would be asked to do, and everyone kept telling me that for this first year my job was to go to class and do my own research. OK, I said, not really sure what kind of research I might do, or what “doing research” actually meant.

This all seemed way too good to be true. So, as a backup, I got a part-time job as a copy editor, first at the campus newspaper and a few months later at the St. Paul daily newspaper across the river, working a few nights a week to supplement my fellowship stipend. As far as I could tell, I had landed in heaven. I spent my days studying and going to class, and a few nights a week I got to do work that gave me a sense that I was still a responsible citizen. Not everyone has such positive experiences in graduate school, but I had dumb luck going for me.

After a month or so of my first term, I started to understand this research thing and realized that I enjoyed the analytical thinking that I was being asked to do as a grad student, and I also started getting positive feedback from professors. At this point it would have been easy to begin thinking, “Wow, I’m smart and I’m special.” Thank goodness for my weekly reality check with Jim Koplin.

After that first meeting at the Organizing Against Pornography office, Jim and I quickly settled into a routine of meeting for coffee every Friday morning at the Upper Crust bakery on Nicollet Avenue. Keeping to our mutual appreciation for rising early and always being on time, we typically intersected at the front door at 6:58 a.m., usually the first customers. This was crucial because Jim preferred the table with the best eastside window exposure, and the on-time arrival usually secured that prime spot. Sometime after 10 a.m. we would leave the café, with me buzzing from the strong coffee and intellectual stimulation, neither of which I was used to. We maintained that routine through my four years at the U of M, a time of great change for me that was always exciting and sometimes scary, but manageable in large part because I had Jim to guide me.

What was perhaps most important about those sessions was Jim’s constant reminder that to do useful intellectual work I didn’t have to posture, that I need not always worry about whether others saw me as smart and special. He was investing a lot of time in me, which meant he saw some potential. But he also could see that I wasn’t a genius, and he helped me see that I didn’t have to pretend to be a genius to make a contribution to the world as a teacher and writer.

Just as important was the reminder that schooling—in this case, graduate school—need not destroy the joy of thinking, of struggling to understand a broken world. I’ve heard many people say that this struggle to come to terms with a world that is so complex and so full of pain is too hard and that they prefer to live their lives without thinking about it. I’ve also seen many academics narrow the range of their own thinking to protect themselves from that pain and struggle. For Jim, such thinking about difficult subjects was one of the great joys in life. “Open-ended, disciplined inquiry,” he once wrote me, “is a lot more fun than gambling at the casino, or sitting with the Game Boy in your lap.” (March 30, 1997)

Jim also saw how badly educated I was. He knew I had been a reasonably good student who knew how to take standardized tests, and I had spent my twenties in journalism, exposed to a wider slice of life than many people. But none of that prepared me for real intellectual work. I had never spent the time or energy it takes to understand math and science beyond introductory courses. At one point when I was working out a critique of the dominant social science methodology in my field, Jim suggested that I start by reading a book by a physicist. With characteristic bluntness, he wrote, “You don’t have much appreciation for how math and physics work,” suggesting that cultivating such an appreciation would help me see that the fundamental problem with “social science” is that it isn’t science in any meaningful sense. (September 10, 1996)

Jim was not an uncritical cheerleader of all the work done under the banner of the natural sciences, but he thought it was crucial to start by understanding the domain you were working in, whether it was particles or people. Humans’ cognitive and emotional capacities add another layer of complexity to the already complex nonhuman world. That means that the social sciences are asking questions about individual and collective behavior that are far more complex than questions about matter and energy, which are already complex enough, because people are more complicated than particles.

All that seems counterintuitive, because for many of us understanding science is really hard, demanding specialized training to learn terms and theories that are new to us. Meanwhile, anyone can pontificate about social, economic, and political questions without any training. Jim’s point was that, indeed, anyone could converse about human society, based not only on education and research but experience and intuition. All that conversation is important, and there’s no reason to think that experts will always be right, precisely because experts often mislead themselves about what they are really capable of doing. Making truly scientific claims about society—claims that might have the explanatory and predictive power that is possible in science—is near impossible. Whereas a theory in science allows us to predict, “theory” in the social sciences typically means “here are some interesting thoughts about our best guess at what’s going on.”

There is nothing wrong with interesting thoughts. Jim’s answer wasn’t to abandon the important questions about people and societies but rather to understand the limits of any science, and not pretend all inquiry is science. “There is a kind of knowledge to be gained in the domain the social sciences pretend to address. We should just be honest about that and not call it scientific knowledge,” he wrote. (September 13, 1996) One of those Upper Crust mornings, Jim brought with him a copy of a two-decades-old academic journal and told me to read an essay in it written by a scholar who had greatly influenced him. Sigmund Koch summarized what I was starting to experience in graduate school:

I do not think that what goes on in orthodox graduate and undergraduate education can continue much longer. Our students are asked to read and memorize a literature consisting of an endless set of advertisements for the emptiest concepts, the most inflated theories, the most trivial “findings,” and the most fetishistic yet heuristically self-defeating methods in scholarly history—and all of it conveyed in the dreariest and most turgid prose that ever met the printed page. For these riches, they must exchange whatever curiosity about the human condition may have carried them into the field; whatever awe or humility they may feel before the human and organismic universe; whatever resources of imagination or observational sensitivity they may bring to the study of that complex universe; whatever openness to experience—their own or that of others—they may have. Fine or ardent sensibilities will no longer seek out such debasement.1

Koch was wrong in his prediction; the debasement not only continues but appears to be intensifying. Jim hoped I would avoid the scholarly dead-ends and instead spend time building a broader foundation of knowledge that would serve me better over time. Math and science were not my only weak subjects when I met Jim; I also lacked the breadth and depth of historical and sociological knowledge required to think rigorously about how the world works and how power operates, additional limitations that Jim helped me identify.

When I wandered back to graduate school at the age of twenty-nine, I was trapped inside the standard political assertions of the dominant ideology of the United States: A pluralist capitalist democracy (in other words, the contemporary U.S. system) is the only reasonable way to organize a society, and “politics” is the process by which people participate in making a pluralist capitalist democracy work better, and that everyone everywhere should—and eventually would—accept this “fact.” In the United States, that ideology implies that the work of citizens is choosing between policies and politicians from either the Republican or Democratic parties, although some adventurous types might opt for a small third party. For the cynical, which I was at that time, politics meant ineffectual and self-indulgent pontificating about how both sides were corrupt and there was no point in participating.

It’s true enough that both sides are often corrupt, and at some moments there really is no point in taking electoral politics seriously. But Jim helped me see that politics was more than that charade, and being effective politically meant getting out of that trap. He talked me through the difference between that dominant ideology and a radical worldview, which allows us to ask more basic questions about how power operates, not only through institutions but also in everyday life. To replace my focus on mainstream politics’ empty platitudes, limited policy choices, and compromised politicians, Jim encouraged me to go deeper and think about systems and structures of power—through feminism, critical approaches to race, analyses of capitalism and imperialism.

Jim also helped me understand that this conception of politics was relevant not only to pursuits outside my academic life but also was central to what I was doing at the university. If I wanted to study mass media, journalism, politics, and society, I had to make choices about the framework I would use to investigate those relationships. This didn’t require embracing rigid dogma from sectarian political groups, but instead meant committing to a deeper inquiry into how the world works. I also realized that the critique I was developing of journalists’ claim to neutrality also applied to professors. There is no neutral ground on which to stand, and claiming to be neutral usually means a quiet acceptance of the dominant culture. I had to be clear about, and take responsibility for, the view of the world I would incorporate into my teaching and writing.

What made all this advice from Jim so helpful was that he never held himself out as being uniquely smart or special. It would have been easy for Jim to set himself up as my intellectual guru, but he avoided that by always reminding me that everyone struggles. Offering some advice about teaching based on his own experience in the classroom, he once explained that he always started his graduate psychology research methods course with a sharp critique of the material, telling students that he had deep doubts about the methods he was about to teach but that if they had to learn it, they might as well learn it with a critical eye from the start. “Remember here another point we always make: All this sounds so clear and linear in retrospect. At the time I was flying by the seat of my pants, filled with self-doubt, confusions of all sorts, making the plan out one day at a time.” (January 26, 1991)

Jim didn’t expect me to simply adopt his worldview, but he knew within a few months of our meeting that I found his approach far more sensible than anything I was getting in my formal program at the university. Always practical, Jim figured that I might benefit from the twenty-five-year head start he had, saving me some time. But as for how I would use his ideas, Jim was always cautious in making predictions. “We’ll see how this all plays out,” he told me, a sentiment he would repeat often. (March 23, 1997)

The other thing I learned from Jim in those early conversations was that a life of the mind required an awareness of the body and of the particular place in the world where one’s body lived. Jim was the least New-Agey person I knew; this had nothing to do with learning to breathe or finding your center. Although he had rigorous training in experimental methods and statistics, and he understood the value of those approaches, he also understood that pretending we could investigate the world as if we were disembodied, floating above it all, was just plain silly, though all too common in academic life. We know the world in complex ways, and good scholarship should aim to incorporate them all, not wall off the complexity in the name of scholarly rigor. Jim was as grounded in the world as anyone I knew, walking with an awareness of his surroundings that came from his rural background.

Jim would always stress that these questions didn’t require either/or answers. The choice wasn’t between scholarship and experience, but rather in understanding how they are related. But there were choices to be made in basic orientation: Where do we put most of your chips when we have to make a bet? Jim talked about this often, typically through issues in psychology, the discipline in which he was first trained:

There may be a deeper commitment lurking here as to what it means to be a human organism on the planet. There are a couple of polar approaches embedded in much of psychology. One says the information we take in from the world through our senses is fairly impoverished, and the great and wonderful brain [he’s being sarcastic] has to take these fragments and construct a map of the world through which we can plan our interactions with the environment. The other approach looks at the environment as extremely rich in information, and the task of our perceptual systems is to detect what is in fact already available. . . . I live much more out in the world than I do in my head, so the latter naturally appeals to me. (August 9, 1997)

For Jim, it wasn’t enough to treat one’s own life and body as a source of information; one had to cultivate an understanding of being embodied in a place. More on that later. For now, I want to pursue some of the intellectual questions that emerged from the window table at the Upper Crust.









WHAT IS TO BE KNOWN?WHAT IS TO BE KNOWN?

Jim and I spent a lot of time working on ways to articulate a sensible framework for understanding human social systems—politics, economics, and culture—in the context of a larger living world of which we humans are but one part. The goal was to contribute to popular movements’ ability to communicate clearly a case for the twin goals of social justice and ecological sustainability. Most of those conversations were focused on very tangible issues, but we often looped back to the endlessly intriguing questions about how human beings come to know things and make claims about knowledge, what philosophers call epistemology.

Activists and geeks (terms used here with respect, not as pejoratives) often consider epistemology to be a diversion. For the exclusively politically minded, the important question is, borrowing from Lenin: “What is to be done?” For the exclusively technologically minded, the important question is: “What is to be invented?” The most intense activists typically have a political ideology (chosen from a long list of contenders) that they believe lets them ask and answer the right questions the right way, while the most intense geeks tend to have a single method (scientific) and a simple myth (progress, meaning more sophisticated technology, is good) to guide them. But even when their questions are asked with noble motives—adding the goals “to make the world a better place” or “to aid people in need”—it would be helpful to ask “What is to be known?” as a check on our sometimes reckless way of doing and inventing.

Jim did not discount the need for clear political analysis in the struggle to create a more just world, and we both spent much of our energy over the years on political organizing. Yes, there are things to be done. Nor did Jim reject the power of science and the potential value of technology in creating a more sustainable world. Yes, there are things to be invented. But he was cautious about the often grandiose claims made by both activists and geeks, aware of just how easy it is for the plans that people make—no matter how smart the people making them or how pure their motives—to go wrong.

Jim sought knowledge with both passion and quiet determination—for the pure joy of the experience of learning and for the uses to which learning could be put—and all the while he was fascinated by how we humans come to understand the world, both its human and nonhuman components. Walking with Jim was an ongoing seminar on how to observe the world, and talking with him was a never-ending seminar in how to process what one has observed. That was everyday life with Jim, though some moments were particularly memorable. I remember clearly a day in the summer of 1995 when Jim gave me and my three-year-old son a tour of the land that had once been his family’s farm and later had gone into the state’s land conservation program. Jim patiently cataloged the native plants that flourished there, information he had acquired starting a half century earlier when he was Luke’s age, and explained their role in the ecosystem, knowledge he had picked up in his extensive reading ever since. Throughout the day, his voice conveyed not only all this information but also the powerful emotions he felt as he walked the ground that owned him as much as his family could have ever owned it. At one point he paused, pointed to an oak tree in the distance, and said quietly, “I climbed that tree when I was a kid,” his voice carrying not nostalgia but reverence. Luke was mostly interested in chasing the occasional butterfly or small critter, while I followed along, amazed at what my friend knew and how he felt. As a city kid, it was all foreign to me.

At the same time that Jim was engaged in his relentless knowledge-seeking, he was always trying to understand more clearly the limits of human knowledge, a subject he quickly put into the mix of his early conversations with me. Today it is easy, given the rapidly accumulating evidence of ecological crises, to imagine that modern humans’ routine failure to understand those limits eventually will prove to be our demise. Jim had been pondering this for at least a decade when I met him.

Because that sounds alarmist to many—after all, if one is living comfortably, it appears that so far we’ve figured out how to make a complex world work for us, and so there’s no need for worrying—I’ve found that analogies can be helpful. Anyone who has taken driver’s education, or given driving even a bit of thought, understands the concept of “overdriving your headlights,” when the distance required to stop is greater than what the driver can see illuminated by headlights. Driving at night under any conditions requires an awareness of this, but I remember it as being especially important during the snowstorms so common during the winter in the upper Midwest. A certain combination of snow and wind could reduce visibility so severely that a car’s headlights barely made a difference. Driving on a divided road, such as an interstate highway, it was tempting to overdrive your headlights, since no cars would be coming at you and it appeared safe to speed up. Most of the time you get away with it, until the one time you finally don’t, and then the results are not pretty.

We modern humans are intellectually overdriving our headlights in the choices we make in politics and technology. We are tooling along as if it were the middle of a clear summer day, when in fact it’s midnight during the worst storm we’ve ever seen. We have built social systems and adopted technologies that are beyond the scale and scope of our competence to manage. The problem isn’t that we haven’t yet figured out how to get it right, but that getting it right is beyond our capacities.

Jim’s influence on the direction of my thinking came not only from our conversations but also from his book recommendations, and among the most influential of those was his suggestion (I don’t recall, but it was likely an emphatic suggestion, just short of a command) to read Wes Jackson’s Altars of Unhewn Stone1 and New Roots for Agriculture.2 Jim was already a fan, and before long he and I became Wes Jackson groupies together. “Groupie” might not be the right word to describe our appreciation of the work of Wes, a Kansas farm boy turned plant geneticist who cofounded The Land Institute, a leading sustainable agriculture research center in Salina, Kansas. We weren’t hanging around backstage hoping to get a glimpse of Wes or clamoring for an autograph, but we did follow closely everything he wrote and did our best to get our hands on recordings of his lectures. In the world before YouTube, that meant you couldn’t just click on a link and listen. We had to identify who might have recorded a talk, track down a cassette tape, copy the tape and send it through the mail. Those Wes Jackson recordings, which Jim had started collecting in the early 1980s, occupy a prominent place in my Koplin archives, not just for the content of Wes’s talks but because they were the starting point for so much conversation between me and Jim.

The most anticipated Wes talk was his Sunday morning homily to close out Prairie Festival, The Land Institute’s annual fall gathering. Those tapes (later CDs) were easier to obtain; all it took was an order to the company contracted to do the recording. Jim typically bought a set of all the Prairie Fest lectures and decided which ones I needed to hear, and that list always included Wes.

My all-time favorite Wes talk from Prairie Festival was “Toward an Ignorance-Based Worldview” in 2004.3 Wes reported on a conference that The Land Institute had organized to discuss this concept, which had grown out of an ongoing conversation between Wes and Wendell Berry. The basic principle is simple: Although human knowledge has expanded dramatically since the Enlightenment and the scientific revolution, especially during the high-energy industrial era, what we don’t know far outstrips what we do know. Given the complexity of the world, we are—and always will be—far more ignorant that we are knowledgeable. Good scientists, and sensible preachers, know this, but even the best scientists can get drunk on earthly knowledge and even the most sensible preachers can start to believe they have an inside track on the ultimate knowledge. Because of these human weaknesses, we should be cultivating our capacity for humility, and the appropriate course of action is caution: Don’t assume that we humans have all the answers, understand how to ask the right questions, or even know what the right questions are. We can intervene in the world in amazing ways, drilling down for oil and sending satellites up, but that doesn’t mean we have the capacity to predict, let alone safely manage, the consequences of those interventions. In that talk, Wes quotes Wendell’s observation about “how often and how recently our most advanced experts have been wrong about the future and how often the future has shown up sooner than expected with bad news about our past.” In short, human knowledge is not adequate to run the world.

Jim and I both ranked that as one of Wes’s best talks, but for me the most memorable line in that session came during the Q&A session from Land Institute board chair Angus Wright, who quoted his brother Bruce, a political scientist retired from California State University, Fullerton. Angus said Bruce was writing a book that, so far, had two sentences: “The universe is an undifferentiated whole. About that we can say nothing more.” Jim and I had a great time parsing that, and eventually I contacted Bruce to solicit his insights for a book I was writing about critical thinking.4

Wright’s aphorism gets to the heart of the problem: It’s not just that scientific analysis can’t tell us everything, but that the analytical process destroys the unity of what we study. When we analyze, the subject becomes an object, as we break it apart to allow us to poke and probe in the pursuit of that analysis. Thinking of the universe as an undifferentiated whole recognizes its unity, providing a corrective to the method of modern science that breaks things down to manageable components that can be studied. That “reductionism” in science assumes that the behavior of a system can be understood most effectively by understanding the behavior of its parts, which has allowed us to greatly expand our knowledge and manipulate the world. But because that knowledge is always partial and we are often unable to grasp the larger patterns in the undifferentiated whole, our interventions often turn out to be calamitous. Think global warming and climate destabilization.

Wright’s “book” not only points out that the whole is more than the sum of its parts, but reminds us that we only understand some of those parts, and those parts we understand incompletely. There’s nothing new in the observation that “our knowledge is imperfect” (1 Corinthians 13:9), and there’s nothing wrong with using methods that produce the imperfect knowledge that we are stuck with. But precisely because any method we employ will be severely limited in what it can tell us about the undifferentiated whole, our tendency toward profligate use of the knowledge gained is best tempered with considerably more humility than we see in the deployment of modern high-energy technology.

Jim resonated with that analysis in part because he was a farm boy. His earliest knowledge came from working in the space between the human and nonhuman worlds—agriculture, as it was practiced before fossil fuels dominated, which required a loving attention to natural processes. He talked of acquiring that understanding over time from working with his father in the fields and his grandmother in her garden. As a child he also immersed himself in the nonhuman world, often taking to the woods to escape his house. He once described to me the experience of walking to a nearby lake and stripping off his clothes not just to swim but to feel himself as a part of the lake. Jim’s understanding of the “undifferentiated whole” was not just intellectual but also intuitive and embodied.

After childhood, Jim spent more time in the classroom than on the farm, as he focused on establishing and securing an academic career. But he reconnected to his farm/garden roots, first in the 1970s during summer visits and one sabbatical year in France. At Mausanne in Provence, Jim hung out with farmers, soaking up the local knowledge. After he left Hampshire and relocated to Fort Wayne in the early 1980s, Jim spent a lot of time with friend John Edgerton and his father, Hal, on their northern Indiana farm near Avilla. Sox Sperry, who had been a student of Jim’s at Hampshire and knew him through this period, said he believed this decade was key in helping Jim integrate his childhood history and affinity with farm life/labor into a new farm/garden practice in adulthood, which took its final form in his Minneapolis gardening with Sally and then his neighbor Ila Duntemann. This is also the period when he was introduced by John to the writings of Berry and Jackson, allowing Jim to put his history and practice in the larger framework of “the unsettling of America” that Wendell had described and a new vision for “natural systems agriculture” that Wes was developing at The Land Institute.

Jim’s experience and his wide-ranging intellectual work—a farm boy who had done radical political organizing, and an academic who was truly interdisciplinary—gave him rare insight into the concept of the “undifferentiated whole.” At the same time, Jim had been trained in the scientific method and was deeply respectful of its power. While he had chosen not to devote his whole life to research, he understood what reductionism could reveal. His experience in psychology labs left him cynical about that particular discipline—he often joked that the entire field was based on experiments with rats bred specifically for the laboratory and college sophomores, neither of which were naturally occurring species—but he took away from that experience an awareness of what good science could reveal.

This awareness of limits of human knowledge is not unique to folks at The Land Institute, of course. There are lots of interesting metaphors to remind us of the limitations of science. The physicist and astronomer Marcelo Gleiser has suggested we think of our knowledge as an island in the vast ocean of the unknown, with the shoreline as the boundary between the known and unknown. We acquire new knowledge and increase the size of our island, he writes, but that expansion of what we know only makes us more aware of what we don’t know. Gleiser points out that “as the Island of Knowledge grows, so do the shores of our ignorance.”5

Neuroscientist David Eagleman, with whom I did an extensive interview to write a magazine profile,6 suggests that the work of science is like building a pier out into the ocean. We excitedly add on to the pier little by little, but always realize that the ocean of what we don’t know will dwarf what we do know. We can extend the pier, but we won’t cross the ocean.

During my work on that profile, Jim weighed in often with his ideas about how to understand science, drawing both on his training as an academic researcher and his experience growing up on the farm. He described Eagleman’s pier metaphor as “dreadful” because it offered an image that was “way too mechanistic and solid.” Jim said we aren’t building a sturdy pier but a rickety dock, the kind that were common on the lakes in central Minnesota where he grew up. Jim said the dock in the lake is more instructive because “it’s this piddly little thing that is nothing in the face of wind and ice.”

That writing project was a typical example of the centrality of Jim in my intellectual life, which continued long after I was a naïve graduate student or struggling junior professor. Jim gave me the idea to profile Eagleman, who in addition to his scientific work had written an engaging popular book imagining a variety of scenarios for the afterlife.7 Jim dropped me a note in 2009 saying that he had heard an intriguing BBC interview with a neuroscientist, but his early-morning recollection of the details was sketchy (later in his life Jim rarely slept through the night, and when restless he generally turned on the local public radio station, which broadcast BBC programs until 5 a.m.). I tracked down the radio program, agreed that Eagleman would make a great profile, and went about researching the story. Throughout that process, Jim was sending me ideas and critiquing the bits and pieces of prose I sent him.

Whether I was writing about social justice or ecological sustainability, Jim was there to help me puzzle through this paradox: We had to pursue knowledge vigorously to help guide our attempts to create a better world, but we too easily can convince ourselves that we know more than we can know. That’s why he was allergic to sectarian political groups that claimed to have the answer to how to organize a just society, and critical of scientists who claimed to have solved a problem once and for all. Jim was constantly reminding anyone who would listen that we humans tend to overestimate our ability to control the larger living world and that hubris may turn out to be the deadliest of the sins.

One of the earliest stories in our tradition speaks to that, the tale of Adam and Eve’s banishment in chapters two and three of Genesis. In the garden, God told the couple that they could eat freely of every tree except the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, and after they ignored that warning they were denied access to the tree of life. Getting back to that tree of life isn’t easy, because God “placed the cherubim, and a flaming sword which turned every way, to guard the way to the tree of life” (Genesis 3:24). The lesson of that story need not be that people must stay stupid, but only that we should resist the temptation to believe we are godlike and can manipulate the complexity of the world. The larger living world of which we are a part—the tree of life—was adequate to sustain us, but we weren’t satisfied. The story suggests that when we humans believe we can rewrite the rules of that world as if we have godlike omniscience, well, things don’t turn out so well.

That interpretation of the story is cribbed from another of Wes’s talks, “Tree of Knowledge/Tree of Life,” which he delivered in many places, including at Saint John’s University in Collegeville, Minnesota, on October 28, 2000. That particular talk is special for me not just because of the great analysis, but because of the location. I spent two years working at Saint John’s in public relations and always found it to be a productive place for thinking and feeling, a small campus plopped down in the middle of a pine forest. Fifteen years later, at a point early in my teaching career, I considered taking a faculty job there, in part because it would have put me within driving distance of Jim, whose house in Minneapolis was eighty miles to the southeast.

I wasn’t at Wes’s talk at SJU, which took place in a room I had sat in many times, but I have watched the DVD that Jim was able to get from the organizer of the event. He sent it to me, and I duplicated it and sent it to other friends whom Jim had initiated into the Wes fan club. A few months after Jim died, as I was going through our correspondence, I pulled out that DVD, for the first time since I had watched it more than a decade before. At the end of a long day, I popped it into my computer and put my feet up to indulge both my appreciation of Wes’s intellect and my emotional yearning to be close to Jim.

The video was made with one stationary camera that was focused tightly on Wes for the whole talk. The audio quality wasn’t great, and as I watched I found myself closing my eyes to eliminate distractions and focus on his voice. When the Q&A started, the camera zoomed out to a wider shot to show the audience, and that’s when I was surprised to see the back of Jim Koplin. I hadn’t remembered that he was in the video, but there he was with his distinctive black wool vest and gray hair, sitting in one of the aisle seats, which he always preferred for quick exits. I could tell that he was chuckling at Wes’s jokes and nodding when he agreed with Wes’s points, but I couldn’t see his face until he finally turned around to look at something in the back of the room.

That is the only moving image I have of Jim, his only appearance on video in my files. I didn’t need to see Jim in the frame of a Wes talk to understand his influence on me and my thinking, but his mischievous grin brought to mind the question I’ve asked myself many times: If I hadn’t met Jim Koplin, who would I be?
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POLITICAL LESSONSPOLITICAL LESSONS

Jim Koplin was completely committed to political movements that he thought were tragically flawed. He woke up every day convinced that the human species could not escape the traps it had created for itself, and yet every day he worked as if we were going to succeed at collectively building a world that would endure. And he was relentlessly critical of people to whom he was most fiercely loyal (a quality of his with which I had lots of direct experience).

For Jim, these ways of being weren’t cynical, contradictory, or lacking in compassion. He was aware of human limitations (including his own), accepted those limitations (though he believed in constantly testing them), and refused to let those limitations paralyze him or become a rationalization for inaction (while not condemning those who fell into such a state). His goal was, borrowing from a Marge Piercy poem he loved, “to be of use”: “The pitcher cries out for water to carry/and a person for work that is real.”1

That’s crucial to understanding Jim’s politics. He realized that a political framework had to be based on a careful analysis of systems and structures of power, and he valued—and was extremely good at doing—the intellectual work required to figure out how complex systems work, even if our understanding will always be incomplete. He also knew that whatever insights we develop are of little value if they couldn’t be put to use helping people. Jim was always analyzing, taking in new information to test the picture of the world he had constructed in his head, and then applying that learning to the work of the world. This process was dynamic—Jim never stopped revising that picture in his head—but there were a few principles that he held to firmly during the time I knew him, which he had formed long before he and I met.

First, and most basic, Jim understood hierarchy to be an impediment to human flourishing. Following Noam Chomsky and others influenced by the anarchist tradition, Jim believed that unless a compelling argument can be made that one group’s claim to power over another group is necessary to protect those who are vulnerable, such arrangements are illegitimate. The example of adults exercising power over children, who at various points in their development have not reached a level of cognitive or emotional functioning to competently make all decisions for themselves, is one example of a justifiable hierarchy (though we should always be asking questions about what level of authority is really necessary at each stage of children’s development). Beyond that, it’s hard to find many other examples where hierarchy can be justified in the interests of those on the short end of the authority stick. Yet everywhere we look in the contemporary world, we see hierarchy.

Although in polite company most people claim to have rejected the hierarchies of white supremacy and patriarchy, those systems endure. The specific manifestations of racism and sexism change over time, as does the rhetoric to rationalize them, but the inequality and injustice persist. In that same polite company, many people openly celebrate the hierarchies on which capitalism and nationalism are based, although claiming to reject the more pathological forms of those systems. But no matter what form those two hierarchies take, inequality and injustice persist. In these matters, Jim was relentlessly radical, focusing on the root causes of the inequality and injustice. That meant not only critiquing conservatives who openly support such hierarchies but also challenging the liberals who accept the hierarchies and want only to smooth off the rougher edges of illegitimate systems, often claiming to be morally superior because they are “realistic.”

Second, Jim understood that human flourishing is possible only within decent human communities that are based not only on egalitarian principles but on a collective commitment to love and care. In rejecting hierarchies we often will strive to protect individual rights, especially of those most vulnerable, but such rights are meaningful only in a system in which individuals accept responsibilities as part of a loving and caring community. Jim rejected not only conservative hierarchical systems in which people with power claim to speak for a community, but also liberalism’s obsessive focus on individual rights as the only consideration in making policy.

Jim lived his life between those poles, never investing his political hopes in sterile versions of liberal individualism or smothering notions of all-encompassing communal identity. The goal should be to foster individuality (recognizing the many differences among people), without worshipping individualism (a philosophy that places the desires of individuals ahead of the greater long-term good of the community).2 His test of any political idea was its ability to help people sustain human communities in which being decent to one another was the norm not the exception.

Third, Jim understood that there was no cookbook for making decent human communities work. He held fast to core political principles about the inherent dignity of all people and the need to live in loving community, but he refused to put his trust in any single political program or party, in any one system or arrangement of social life. Jim came of age politically during a proliferation of what he called the “alphabet soup of the left”—sectarian groups, typically known by their initials, that demand fealty to the correct line—and he was skeptical not just about anyone claiming to know exactly how to get us to the promised land but in the idea that there is a promised land.

Jim was comfortable being alone but was not a loner; he knew that political change required working in groups, which would always be frustrating but always necessary. When Jim made a commitment to a group, there was no more trustworthy and reliable person who would be of use. But he consistently advocated for the critical self-reflection—personal and collective—necessary to avoid the ideological calcification that so often destroys movements.

Over his lifetime, Jim made his analytical way through the hierarchical systems that define power in our world—patriarchy, white supremacy, capitalism, imperialism—always focusing on how systems operate not in isolation but as part of complex webs. Pull on one strand in a web, he would say, and the whole web is affected. Trying to analyze how power works in a society by looking at hierarchies one by one, out of context, was for Jim as limiting as trying to learn about a place by studying organisms one by one, without paying attention to the whole ecosystem.

In assessing these systems of illegitimate authority and the structures through which they work, Jim paid attention not just to differences—to the specific histories and contemporary practices of each system—but also to similarities, particularly how each of those systems rests on an attempt to naturalize its underlying domination/subordination dynamic: men over women, white over non-white, U.S. citizens over the people of the developing world, wealthy over working and poor people. These systems are mutually reinforcing, with the justification for one hierarchy potentially strengthening the justification for others.

How does this work? Whatever the source, most people’s philosophical and theological systems are rooted in basic concepts of justice that are based on every human being’s rightful claim to dignity, which requires a sense of solidarity and a commitment to equality. Most of us endorse values that, if we took them seriously, should lead to a rejection of the violence, exploitation, and oppression that define the modern world. If only a small percentage of people in any given society are truly sociopaths—people incapable of empathy, those who are not disturbed by, or even enjoy, cruel and oppressive behavior—then a radical critique of hierarchies should make sense to most people. Yet the hierarchies endure, for reasons that are actually fairly simple to articulate:

       [image: ][image: ]  The systems and structures in which we live are hierarchical.

       [image: ][image: ]  Hierarchical systems and structures deliver to those in the dominant class certain privileges, pleasures, and material benefits, and a limited number of people in subordinated classes will be allowed access to those same rewards.

       [image: ][image: ]  People are typically hesitant to give up privileges, pleasures, and benefits that make us feel good.

       [image: ][image: ]  But, those benefits clearly come at the expense of the vast majority of those in the subordinated classes.

       [image: ][image: ]  Given the widespread acceptance of basic notions of justice and human rights, the existence of hierarchy has to be justified in some way other than crass self-interest.

       [image: ][image: ]  One of the most persuasive arguments for systems of domination and subordination is that they are “natural” and therefore inevitable, immutable, just the way things are. Even if we don’t like things this way, we have no choice but to accept it.

So, oppressive systems work hard to make it appear that the hierarchies—and the disparity in power and resources that flow from hierarchies—are natural and, therefore, beyond modification. If men are naturally stronger, in stature and character, than women, then patriarchy is inevitable and justifiable. If white people are naturally smarter and more virtuous than people of color, then white supremacy is inevitable and justifiable. If the United States is the both the home of, and vehicle for extending, modern democracy, then U.S. domination of the world is inevitable and justifiable. If rich people are naturally smarter and harder working than poor people, then economic injustice is inevitable and justifiable.

The evidence of these claims about the natural dominance of some people is that those people are, on average, doing better and therefore must in some way be better. That claim works only if one believes that the wealth of the world should be distributed through a competitive system (a debatable point, if one takes our philosophical/theological values about love seriously) and that the existing “meritocracy” in which people compete is fair (a point that requires ignoring a tremendous amount of evidence about how the systems are rigged).3 This so-called evidence—that people who succeed in systems designed to advantage them are actually succeeding on their merit, which is proof they deserve it all—is one of the great con games in history.

That’s why it is so crucial for unjust hierarchies to promote this belief in their naturalness; it’s essential to rationalizing the illegitimate authority exercised in them. Not surprisingly, people in the dominant class exercising that power gravitate easily to such a view. And because of their power to control key storytelling institutions (especially education and mass communication), those in the dominant class can fashion a story about the world that leads some portion of the people in the subordinate class to internalize the ideology.

One last bit of introduction to Jim’s political analysis. Note that so far I’ve said nothing about elections, politicians, or traditional political parties. In the contemporary United States, mention of “politics” or the “political” points most people toward electoral politics and the policies that those who are elected write into law. Those aspects of politics are sometimes important, but we can use these terms more broadly to describe other struggles over the distribution of power and wealth. When people say, “Politics is corrupt and I’m not interested in getting involved,” they almost always are referring to that conventional political sphere. But if politics is understood as the process by which power and wealth are distributed, then we are all political in everyday life and there is a political dimension to almost everything we do. Claiming not to care about politics in this broader sense puts one on the side of the dominant power in a society, since opting out of political engagement almost always benefits those who hold power. Jim believed that we must be engaged politically everywhere, in all aspects of our lives.

Similarly, discussion of “morality” and “ethics” often is reduced to specific rules for behavior that can be imposed on others. Some believe those rules should be codified into law, while others argue that “you can’t legislate morality,” but in each case “moral” is defined as rule-making. Every community is governed by rules, both explicit and implicit, but moral/ethical inquiry (I use the two terms interchangeably) can be understood not only as the making of rules but as the complex ways people collectively struggle with the fundamental question, “What does it mean to be human?” In all areas of life we build ethics—an ethic about images, a food ethic, an ethic of friendship—that shape our lives, including our political lives.

So, politics is more than the work of professional politicians, ethics is more than imposing arbitrary rules, and all political ideas have moral underpinnings. While the product of politics is law, the political process should be seen more expansively. While the product of ethical inquiry is a judgment of right and wrong, moral discourse should be seen more expansively. And politics and ethics cannot be separated. How we answer moral questions about what it means to be human obviously will affect how we shape the systems that distribute power and wealth.

How we ask and answer those questions will be not only about abstract ideas but about our experiences, which obviously will vary widely depending on who we are, where we were born, and the advantages we’ve had. For people like me, who walk through the world with a lot of privilege, an awareness of how “the good life” for me is connected to the suffering of others can be paralyzing. Who am I to say anything about injustice when I have benefited in some ways from that injustice? Those are good questions to ask, so long as they focus our critique and motivate us to act, but too often people with privilege fail to speak and act. Recognizing that, for several years I would start lectures on social justice with this acknowledgement:

“I am a man born into a patriarchal society. I am a white person in a white-supremacist world. I am a U.S. citizen in a world dominated by the United States, primarily thorough military power. I am educated and have a secure professional job in a capitalist economy.”

And then I would add, that a friend, reflecting on my good fortune in identity roulette, once remarked, “Jensen, if you had been born good looking, you would have had it all.”

When we look at the profound injustice of the world, there’s nothing to laugh about. But we can always laugh at ourselves, and then get to work.









PATRIARCHY AND THE POLITICS OF SEX/GENDERPATRIARCHY AND THE POLITICS OF SEX/GENDER

When I met Jim Koplin in the fall of 1988, I already knew a lot about feminism and sexual politics. At that point in my life, I knew:

       [image: ][image: ]  feminists were ugly women who couldn’t get dates and therefore had an irrational hatred of men;

       [image: ][image: ]  the sexual problems that often arose between men and women were the product of some women using sex to manipulate men and other women’s prudishness;

       [image: ][image: ]  men should be allowed to love other men, even though it’s creepy, as long as they stayed away from me; and

       [image: ][image: ]  lesbians were some exotic subset of the human species found almost exclusively on women’s sports teams.

In other words, at that point in my life I was an idiot. I knew as much about feminism as most men who had never actually read anything about feminism and never seriously engaged in conversation with a feminist. At some level, I likely knew that these caricatured ideas said more about my fears than about reality. As a well-trained liberal, I certainly knew that I couldn’t express those sentiments in polite company, especially when there were women around. But in some all-male spaces, where it was acceptable to let it rip, I sometimes did just that.

But at the same time that I was playing this game, trying to be a “normal” straight guy, I knew that some parts of this normal-guy story didn’t make sense for me. I had been a short, skinny, effeminate kid who never excelled in sports, and for several years starting in junior high school I lived with constant anxiety about being targeted. I had witnessed the cruel treatment—not just teasing or schoolyard bullying, but a constant tormenting—of some other misfit boys who were vulnerable like me, and in my first year of high school I got a small taste of it. So, I knew from experience that the masculinity game could be not just tough but sadistic.

I also knew, even after I became sexually active with women, that I was attracted to men in intimate and sexual ways. I had a couple of furtive experiences with gay sex in my early twenties, which were so scary to me that after each time I fled back into what I thought would be a safe heterosexual identity. One of my most intense connections as a young adult was to a male friend I met in college whom, in retrospect, I was in love with. Because I hadn’t come to terms with the complexity of my own sexual identity, made even more complex by my experiences from a traumatic childhood, I wandered through my twenties a lost soul, emotionally and sexually.

By the time I started graduate school, I knew that I needed an alternative to the normal-guy routine. When I met Jim—a man who seemed not only to be smart and sensible, but also to be very much like me in some intangible ways I had never experienced before—and learned that he not only supported feminism but found it essential to his understanding of the world, I was eager to stop being an idiot. And at the same time I was connecting to Jim, I was reading feminist books in my graduate program and meeting feminist activists, scholars, and students, all of which challenged the smug anti-feminist prejudices that I had brought with me to Minneapolis. Feminism didn’t turn my life around in a single moment, but it gave me the tools to slowly build a new way of understanding myself.

Coming of age twenty-five years before me, Jim’s entry into feminism was much different. When he arrived at Vanderbilt University for his first teaching job, he and Sally were well on their way to replicating the conventional sexual politics of the culture for a married couple in the early 1960s. He was the primary breadwinner with a higher-status job, and even though she also had earned a Ph.D., Sally was the faculty wife. The inevitable tensions appeared quickly, Jim said, but their participation in the civil-rights movement disrupted that trajectory. That work forced both of them to rethink their politics and focus on something outside their own immediate professional and social circles.

But in some ways, Jim and Sally continued on a pretty conventional track, as his career set the agenda for their lives. As the second wave of the feminist movement gained momentum in the late 1960s, Sally was going off to consciousness-raising groups in which women compared experiences and started to build a sex/gender analysis based on their growing awareness that problems in their personal lives were not a result of individual failures, but instead a common experience of women in patriarchy, the social system of institutionalized male dominance in which they all lived. Sally had always been a determined person, and now with this larger framework in place to make sense of their experiences, she was eager for blunt conversations. Jim said his initial reaction was to resist, but eventually he saw that—just as he and Sally had needed to confront how they were implicated in the white supremacy of the culture—he was going to have to work through the question of patriarchy.

When Jim and Sally moved to Amherst for his job at Hampshire College, the feminist project intensified for both of them. Jim dove into the emerging feminist literature in both the political and scholarly realms, gravitating toward the bluntest and most radical analyses of the problem of patriarchy. He also was influenced by faculty colleagues such as Gloria Joseph, whom he always described as one of the fiercest people he ever knew (“fierce” was Jim’s highest compliment). Women like Joseph, who articulated a feminist and antiracist politics within a larger critique of imperialism and capitalism, were particularly important in the development of Jim’s philosophy and politics.

By the time Jim arrived back in Minneapolis to start his post-professorial life, he was well versed in the various schools of thought within feminism (liberal, socialist, Marxist, psychoanalytic), and he took seriously the challenges to a white-dominated U.S. feminist movement that came out of a variety of Third-World– and U.S.–based movements.1 Jim was drawn to what was typically called radical feminism (more on that soon), and when the emerging feminist critique of pornography—part of a larger critique of men’s violence against women and the cultural support systems for that violence—took legislative form in a civil-rights ordinance before the Minneapolis City Council in 1983,2 he immersed himself in the struggle as a volunteer. By the time I showed up in 1988, the ordinance had been defeated and the political work had shifted into a public-education effort led by Organizing Against Pornography from its office in the Roberts Shoe Building.

I was lucky to work with, and learn from, some fierce women in OAP (including Jeanne Barkey, Donna McNamara, and Sally), and at the university I took classes from a brilliant feminist professor (Naomi Scheman) who, more than anyone I studied with, taught me how to think and provided a model for good teaching. But Jim played a distinctive role in my development by showing me how a man could work in a feminist movement in a principled way. After that fateful first meeting in the OAP office, I began working with the group, occasionally helping to present the anti-pornography slide show. Before I moved into that role, Jim sat me down for an important conversation about my motivations. Here’s how I described that discussion in my book Getting Off:

“If you want to be part of this because you want to save women, we don’t want you,” he said. At first I was confused—wasn’t the point of critiquing the sexual exploitation of women in pornography to help women? Yes, Jim explained, but too many men who get involved in such work see themselves as knights in shining armor, riding in like the hero to save women, and they usually turn out not to be trustworthy allies. They are in it for themselves, not to challenge masculinity but to play out the role of heroic man in a new, pseudo-feminist context. You have to be in it for yourself, but in a different way, he said.

“You have to be here to save your own life,” Jim told me.

I didn’t understand exactly what he meant at that moment, but something about those words resonated in my gut. This is what feminism offered men—not just a way to help those being hurt, but a way to understand that the same system of male dominance the hurt so many women also made it impossible for men to be fully human.3

In addition to being grateful that my first experience with a man in feminism was with Jim, I also was lucky to encounter feminism not just in the classroom but in a community project dealing with the very tangible real-world problem of the sexual-exploitation industries—pornography, prostitution, and stripping, the most common ways that men buy and sell objectified female bodies for sexual pleasure. The challenge was clear: Is it possible to imagine an egalitarian society in which one group of people can so easily buy and sell members of another group for sexual pleasure? How can we imagine creating a society with sex/gender justice under those conditions? When I began this exploration, the answer to that question seemed clear, and twenty-five years later it seems even clearer.

But not everyone agrees, of course. That first experience being part of a feminist movement also was instructive because the debate within feminism about pornography and the commercial sex industries was already divisive by the time I showed up, which meant dealing not only with attacks from men and the pornography industry but also negotiating the splits within feminism. Once again, Jim helped me understand when it was appropriate for me to shut up and follow the lead of the women in the group (most of the time) and when I had an opportunity and obligation to speak (when I could talk about men’s experience in a way that made points that were difficult for men to hear from women). Such decisions were always in a specific context, and no two situations were ever the same. Jim emphasized that the task wasn’t to learn rigid rules of behavior but develop instincts I could trust so that in new situations I could find my way.

As I thought and felt my way through these issues—developing an understanding of the radical feminist critique of pornography, men’s sexual exploitation of women, and the violence that accompanies that exploitation—I also was slowly grounding myself in a critique of patriarchy more generally and what it means to think critically about political and moral questions, a process through which Jim was always available to offer advice and support. Here’s a summary of what I learned:

At the core of patriarchal ideology is the naturalizing of male dominance. Any politics aimed at a more just and sustainable world must include a rejection of patriarchy.

The first step for me in this process was getting clear on how to use the terms “sex” and “gender.” There are three categories of biological sex identity—male, female, and intersexed.4 The vast majority of humans are born with distinctly male or female reproductive systems, sexual characteristics, and/or chromosomal structure, and there is some segment (the percentage in this category would depend on what degree of ambiguity marks the category) born with reproductive or sexual anatomy that does not fit the definitions of female or male. These categories are biological—based on the material reality of who can potentially reproduce with whom—and exist independent of any particular cultural understanding of them. That is what typically is called “sex.”

Beyond the category of “sex” (the biological differences between males and females), is “gender” (the meaning societies create out of sex differences). Gender plays out in a variety of ways, including gender roles (assigning males and females to different social, political, or economic roles); gender norms (expecting males and females to comply with different norms of behavior and appearance); gendered traits and virtues (assuming that males and females will be psychologically or morally different from each other); and gender symbolism (using gender in the description of animals, inanimate objects, or ideas).5

How should we understand the connection between sex and gender? Given that reproduction is not a trivial matter, the biological differences between male and female humans are not trivial, and it is plausible that these non-trivial physical differences could give rise to significant intellectual, emotional, and moral differences between males and females. However, for all the recent advances in biology and neuroscience, we still know relatively little about how the basic biological differences influence those capacities, though in contemporary culture many people routinely assume that the effects are greater than have been established. Some even assert that male and female humans are so different that we may as well be from different planets—the “Men Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus” phenomenon.6 But male and female humans are much more similar than different,7 and in patriarchal societies based on gendered power, this focus on the differences is used to rationalize disparities in power.

In short: In patriarchy, “gender” is a category that functions to establish and reinforce inequality.8 While sex categories are part of any human society—and hence some sex-role differentiation is inevitable, given reproductive realities—the pernicious effects of patriarchal gender politics can, and should, be challenged.

While we have limited understanding of what the differences in male and female biology mean for intellectual, emotional, and moral differences, there is no evidence that any of those differences are significant in determining the political status of men and women. Whatever the debates (between feminists and non-feminists, and among styles of feminism) about the differences between males and females, this much is uncontroversial in the contemporary United States: Men and women should be equal citizens.

The denial of that status to women is a product of patriarchy, whether grounded in God or evolution. Both theological and secular arguments for patriarchy assert that the differences are essentially immutable, an odd claim given that patriarchy is a relatively recent phenomenon in human history. The development of patriarchy is tied to the domestication of animals and agriculture, when the communal and cooperative ethic of gatherer-hunter societies was replaced with ideas of private ownership and patrimony that led to men controlling women’s reproduction and claiming ownership of women.9 In the two-hundred-thousand-year history of the species, patriarchy is less than ten thousand years old.

Feminist resistance to patriarchy addresses the ways in which women are oppressed as a class—the ways in which men as a class hold more power, and how those differences in power systematically disadvantage women in the public and private spheres. Gender oppression plays out in different ways depending on time, place, and context; men’s oppression of women is part of that web of hierarchies that includes sexual orientation, race, economic class, and citizenship. In U.S. history, we typically talk about a first wave of feminism in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries that focused on winning for women the right to vote, ending with passage of the 19th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution in 1920. The second wave of feminism in the United States began in the 1960s and expanded the focus to sexuality, men’s violence, family structures, the economy, and remaining forms of legal discrimination. Some writers identify a third wave of feminism, beginning in the 1990s and led by younger women, though it’s not clear what insights into the nature of patriarchy this latest wave has produced.

From my vantage point, many of the critiques offered by second-wave feminists continue to provide the most compelling ways to understand the enduring power of patriarchy. Of course U.S. society has changed over recent decades—women now vie for top political offices and serve in positions of power, albeit not in numbers proportionate to the population and typically only if they accept other hierarchies. But on some issues we have lost ground, particularly on the expansion and normalizing of the sexual-exploitation industries. Today, the domination/subordination dynamic of patriarchy remains firmly in place, adapted to contemporary culture in ways that gave some ground but also held the line in other places. These observations led me and Jim to continue to identify with the radical feminist perspective.

By radical feminist, I mean the analysis of the ways that in this patriarchal system in which we live, one of the key sites of this oppression—one key method of domination—is sexuality. One of the most powerful radical feminists, the late writer Andrea Dworkin10 was central to the feminist anti-pornography movement. The radical feminist philosophy that has shaped my thinking is most clearly articulated by Marilyn Frye,11 while Catharine MacKinnon12 has been influential in my understanding of the law’s role and Audre Lorde13 challenged many of my naïve assumptions about gender and race. Jim was the first person to introduce me to all these writers.

I also understand radical feminism not just as a way of critiquing men’s domination of women but as a way to understand systems of power and oppression more generally. To emphasize again: Hierarchies of any kind are inconsistent with human flourishing unless a compelling argument can be made that the hierarchy is necessary to help those with less power in the system, a test that can rarely be met. Feminism is not the only way into a broader critique of the many types of oppression, of course, but it is one important way, and was for me the first route into such a framework.

In the past three decades, radical feminism has lost ground to traditional liberal feminism (which offers a weak critique, not only of patriarchy but of other hierarchies), a surging libertarian feminism (a weak critique of patriarchy and no coherent critique of other hierarchies), and postmodern feminism (which I have always found either perplexing and/or counterproductive). If radical feminism continues to be the most compelling way to understand sex and gender in the contemporary world, why has it been so thoroughly marginalized, not only in the culture at large but also within feminism and women’s studies? Perhaps precisely because it is compelling, and because a serious commitment to a radical approach requires significant changes in all our lives.

Because there are such different approaches to feminism (just as in any intellectual/political movement), everyone has to make choices and cannot simply endorse all feminist views. Although men should be hesitant to weigh in on disputes within feminism—and there are times when men’s voices are not terribly important in intra-feminist debates—we have to be clear about our commitments. Jim and I believed that the main task of men in feminism was to stand up to men trying to reassert the power of patriarchy, whether in the reactionary form of the so-called “men’s rights” movement or the various diversionary forms of liberalism that are timid in confronting men or holding men accountable for the sexual exploitation of women.

It is of course true that each individual man in patriarchy is not at every moment actively engaged in the oppression of women. But it’s also true that men routinely act in ways that perpetuate patriarchy and harm women. And it’s just as true that patriarchy’s harsh system of ranking men means that some men lose out in the game to acquire wealth and power, while patriarchy makes it difficult for any man to be fully human. Complex systems produce complex results, and still there are patterns we can see: Patriarchy is a system that delivers material benefits to men, unequally depending on men’s other attributes (race, class, sexual orientation, nationality) and the willingness of men to adapt to patriarchal values, but patriarchy constrains all women. The physical, psychological, and spiritual suffering endured by women varies widely, again depending on other attributes and sometimes just on the luck of the draw, but no woman escapes some level of that suffering.

To make this concrete, around the crucial issue of men’s violence, the following things are true: Not all men are rapists, but all women are potential rape victims and must live with that knowledge. The perpetrators of virtually all violence against women are men. The perpetrators of virtually all violence against men are men. The problem of violence in our society is largely a problem of men’s violence. There are exceptions to these patterns, but the pattern holds, across time and place in our society.

That’s why men should not take a feminist critique of patriarchy personally, while at the same time we must understand that critique in very personal terms. I did not choose to be born into a patriarchal world, but because I was born into such a world I have a responsibility to be critically self-reflective, personally and collectively with other men, about how to resist the injustice of patriarchy.

Jim dismissed the notion that such statements were “blaming” men unfairly, often quoting the feminist Sonia Johnson: “Telling the truth is not blaming anyone, telling the truth is telling the truth.” In 1991, Jim wrote me with this typically blunt advice for responding to men who claimed that feminism ignores men:

Unless we make these truths [about the oppression of women] the focus of our attention, we cannot make good choices of possible solutions. We get nowhere by paying attention to men who whine “Me, too!” to every harm that women document. Men need to take responsibility for the whole picture and resolve to do something about it. Deep and profound changes are needed soon, involving a dismantling of a way of life based on domination/submission as a core principle, and men/women being one of the major manifestations of this principle. We can all imagine these changes. Nothing mysterious about them. We got into this predicament by a set of human choices and we can get to something new and just by a set of human choices. (August 15, 1991)









WHITE SUPREMACY AND THE POLITICS OF RACEWHITE SUPREMACY AND THE POLITICS OF RACE

Looking back, it is a bit embarrassing that I hadn’t given much serious thought to the question of male dominance until I was thirty years old. Prior to that, I would have agreed that men could be jerks sometimes but then quickly explained why women can be just as responsible for sex/gender problems. I was not an aggressive kind of macho dude, but I was an apologist for patriarchy.

Once I began to analyze the sex/gender system and think in terms of hierarchy and power, it was clear there were a lot of other issues I was going to have to confront, and race was high on the list. At that point, I would have agreed that white people could be jerks sometimes but then quickly explained why it’s a complex issue and non-white people have to take responsibility for their part of the race problem. I didn’t think of myself as racist, but I was an apologist for white supremacy. Once again, Jim was invaluable in bursting my liberal bubble and helping me develop a more radical, and honest, analysis of myself and the world.

As children, both Jim and I lived in a world that not only was almost entirely white but was based on a widely accepted white story: The upper Midwest was settled by brave, hardworking people, many of them immigrants from Scandinavia and northern Europe, who endured austere conditions and harsh winters to farm the fertile soil and create communities built on neighborly trust and religious faith.

There is much truth in that story, and courage and perseverance are qualities to be admired. But that white story glossed over the genocidal campaign against indigenous people that opened the land to white citizens and white immigrants. That story ignored the central role of African slavery in building the economy of the entire United States, not just the South. White stories paid no attention to the United States’ conquest of much of Mexico, or the exploitation of Asian labor in the frontier, or the expanding U.S. project of joining in Europe’s violence in the Third World. The white story was inspiring, for white people, as long as we avoided a complete accounting of history, which conveniently made it easier to ignore contemporary realities about racial injustice.

The people Jim and I grew up with loved to tell stories about our ancestors’ struggles, but conversations quickly turned tense with any mention of that larger historical context. My father had a trove of stories about his industrious Danish-immigrant father’s work as a blacksmith, but became enraged at any critique of the white story and usually shouted his way out of any discussion of the white-supremacist ideas and policies at the core of the country. Whatever was necessary to “civilize” the continent and build a great country was appropriate, no matter how uncivilized the behavior. The fact that this perspective clashed with their story of the importance of neighborly trust and religious faith was simply ignored.

In comparison to the overt racism of my father and much of his cohort, the conventional white liberal position that I endorsed seemed morally superior, and I embraced it with typical liberal smugness. But all of us, conservative or liberal, were far removed from meaningful day-to-day interaction with people of color and from any accountability for how we thought or lived. Once again, it’s embarrassing to acknowledge that I gave no serious thought to this until I was thirty years old, when my encounter with feminism made facing race inevitable. At that time the feminist movement was struggling to incorporate a deeper analysis of racism into feminist theory and organizing. Both inside and out of the classroom, there was no avoiding race.

Jim’s wake-up call on race had come in Nashville more than a quarter-century earlier. The longer he was at Vanderbilt, the more he felt alienated from the professional and social circles in which he and Sally were expected to fit in. Jim went about the business of securing his academic position, focusing on teaching and research, but felt increasingly out of touch with his colleagues (all men, all white) and their politics (from centrist to tepid liberal). The tension became increasingly hard to ignore, such as the moment at a faculty party when the professors were talking about the black janitor in their building, and how well they all got along with Mr. Anderson in spite of the racial problems of the day. Jim told me that, with a couple of glasses of Scotch in him by that moment, he finally lost his temper, shouting, “Don’t you realize that Mr. Anderson hates all of us?” That comment likely didn’t help Mr. Anderson at work, and Jim would have expressed the sentiment more strategically later on. But at that point, he was ready to blow.

Rather than cynically sinking further into a bottle of Scotch, Jim and Sally found a place working with the local Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee and the “militant Negroes” in Nashville, as a memo in his FBI file put it. As white professionals, the risks were minimal compared with the black students, and the reaction they provoked from the local white power structure was, at least in hindsight, mostly buffoonish. Jim laughed—not only while telling me the story years later, but at the time—when he and Sally were “exposed” as co-conspirators after lending some of the students what was described in the local newspaper as their “sports car” (a Volkswagen Beetle) so the students could go to a meeting out of town.

By the end of their stint in Nashville, critical perspectives on sex/gender and race/ethnicity were an integral part of Jim’s and Sally’s political framework. The goal was not a safe politics of “diversity” and “multiculturalism” (though they supported increasing diversity and valued connections with other cultures), but rather a politics based on a radical critique of those hierarchies. As in all of his politics, Jim believed that it was best to start with concrete experiences and move toward concepts and abstraction, rather than the other way around. That required critical self-reflection, not only about white culture but about his own white body. I still remember when early in our friendship Jim said to me, “The reality of race for me is that I know I react differently to a white body sitting down next to me than I do to a black body.” Jim wasn’t proud of that, nor was he ashamed; it was an uncomfortable truth that he refused to run from. We say we believe—and intellectually we do believe—that all people are part of the same human family with the same claim to dignity. But these reactions can’t be wished away or overcome by simply having the right analysis, and instead are rooted in our bodies and histories. Acknowledging this doesn’t mean we must accept racism as inevitable but rather helps us face a truth that is essential to combatting racism.

When I heard Jim say that, I remember feeling a weight lift off me. I understood the experience, of course; it would have been unusual to grow up white in the United States, especially in Fargo, North Dakota, and not have that feeling. Once I could say out loud, “Yes, I know that, too,” I could stop pretending that I had transcended the racism of the culture and start figuring out a way of dealing with the complex thoughts and feelings sparked by the subject of race and racism. The first step was saying, “I’m a mess,” but just as important is the next step of saying, “It isn’t easy to clean up the mess.” This was the kind of blunt, radical honesty that Jim modeled, and at first I had an unrealistic notion that Jim lived this perfectly, that somehow his mess was all cleaned up. But part of his honesty was his refusal to tell a story that made him out to be the hero, and over time I came to see that kind of honesty as the most important thing I could do, in front of students and in public.

That’s how I became a “race expert”: I simply told the truth, not just about the culture but also about myself.

That’s a joke, by the way, for I am clearly not an expert on race, racism, and white supremacy. I have not done extensive original research on the topic, nor do I have longstanding organizing experience in racial-justice campaigns. I can’t claim expertise in either scholarly or political terms, and the way I became known in some circles for writing and speaking about race is both amusing and a reminder of how the world in which we live is still mired in white-supremacist ideology.

In 1996, a federal appeals court struck down the University of Texas’s affirmative action program in Hopwood v. Texas.1 That case, and the larger question of race and racism, was a topic of conversation and organizing on campus, as a group of students and faculty pressured the university not to use the court case as a rationalization for abandoning a commitment to racial justice. As debate heated up, the assertion that white people were racist had a predictable effect: Most often white people angrily declared they weren’t racist, and the discussion would be derailed. With my typical naiveté, I started to ponder ways to help create the space for a more productive conversation.

A decade before this, Peggy McIntosh had written a paper that has been widely anthologized2 on the concept of “white privilege,” the ways white people have built-in advantages in a white-supremacist society. I wondered if invoking that term might make it easier for white people to engage subjects such as affirmative action. Instead of accusing someone of being an overt racist, this shifts the focus to how white people, even those who actively reject racism, still benefit from a racist system. I talked through this at length with Jim, who encouraged me to write, and in the summer of 1998 the Baltimore Sun published the essay.3

That probably would have been the end of it, but this was right at the time when more people were starting to use the Internet and email routinely, and the practice of forwarding articles that had appeared online was catching on. For whatever reason, my essay got traction and suddenly I was getting responses from around the country. I wrote a follow-up piece4 a year later that cataloged and analyzed those responses, especially the white resistance that showed just how naïve I had been to think that privilege would be an easy road into the conversation. It turned out that white people not only don’t like being called racist but that many also don’t like considering the possibility that we have benefited from unearned racial privilege, which threatens the meritocracy mythology of our “rugged individualist” society. That led to a short book, meant to speak bluntly to white people about race.5

So, a white male professor writes a short essay that restates what non-white writers and organizers had been saying for a long time. What makes my piece so distinctive? Well, it was short and written in plain language, but what really mattered is that I’m a white male professor with the status that comes from working at a large university. Within a few weeks I got the first invitation to speak as a “race expert” to campus, community, and professional groups, which presented a dilemma. If I accepted the invitations, I would appear arrogant. After all, weren’t there many people of color who would do a better job, based on longer study and experience? If I rejected the invitations, I would give up an opportunity to make a positive contribution to the discussion. Should I turn down invitations from non-white people who were inviting me because they knew white people in their community were more likely to listen to a critique of white supremacy from a white person?

Complicating the matter is the fact that I really like speaking in public and enjoy connecting with people through lecture and discussion. Positive feedback from an audience is one of my favorite experiences, for complicated emotional reasons (more on that later). Is any decision I make to speak in public going to be an elaborate rationalization?

I resolved this in two ways. First, I decided that whatever speaking fees or royalties from writing came my way would be added on top of my existing contributions to community organizing efforts, and I would accept fees only if they came from institutions such as universities or corporations that could afford to pay. Second, I would use the platform to push as blunt and radical a message as possible, on the theory that I should use my status and privilege to challenge other white people.

That second point is what led me to describe my job as being the craziest person in the room, pushing the analysis beyond the polite diversity talk. That means saying that the United States is a white-supremacist society, an assertion many white people think is crazy, and explaining why that is true in both material and ideological terms.6 My job is not only to critique overt racism, which still exists, but also the more common institutional and unconscious racism of white society, trying to expand the acceptable boundaries of discussion so that those without my privilege have more room to move.

The task is to turn the white narrative inside out. Instead of us well-intentioned white people thinking of ourselves as trying to solve the race problem, we have to start by recognizing we are the race problem, and see what sensible action flows from that recognition. Non-white people didn’t invent the concept of white supremacy, and they aren’t the ones perpetuating it. I came to this realization through reading James Baldwin, who was relentless in his demand that white America abandon its willed ignorance and wishful innocence about ourselves and our history:

This is the place in which it seems to me, most white Americans find themselves. Impaled. They are dimly, or vividly, aware that the history they have fed themselves is mainly a lie, but they do not know how to release themselves from it, and they suffer enormously from the resulting personal incoherence.7

Non-white people certainly have problems related to race, but we white people are the race problem. Is that not blunt enough? How about this:

We white people are the nigger.

I am the nigger.

Note that I didn’t say I am a nigger, but the nigger. The difference in the article—the instead of a—is important. Here is Baldwin on the subject, taken from a 1964 public television documentary on racism in “liberal” San Francisco, in which he was featured:

Well I know this, and anyone who has ever tried to live knows this. What you say about somebody else, anybody else, reveals you. What I think of you as being, is dictated by my own necessities, my own psychology, my own fears and desires. I’m not describing you when I talk about you, I’m describing me. Now here in this country we’ve got something called a nigger. It doesn’t, in such terms, I beg you to remark, exist in any other country in the world. We have invented the nigger. I didn’t invent him. White people invented him. I’ve always known—I had to know by the time I was 17 years old—that what you were describing was not me, and what you were afraid of was not me. It had to be something else. You had invented it so it had to be something you were afraid of, and you invested me with it. Now, if that’s so, no matter what you’ve done to me, I can say to you this, and I mean it: I know you can’t do any more and I’ve got nothing to lose. And I know and have always known—and really always, that is part of the agony—I’ve always known that I’m not a nigger. But if I am not the nigger, and if it’s true that your invention reveals you, then who is the nigger? I am not the victim here. I know one thing from another. I know I was born, I’m going to suffer, and I’m going to die. The only way you get through life is to know the worst things about it. I know that a person is more important than anything else, anything else. I learned this because I’ve had to learn it. But you still think, I gather, that the nigger is necessary. Well, he’s unnecessary to me, so he must be necessary to you. I’m going to give you your problem back. You’re the nigger, baby, it isn’t me.8

That’s my job, to say bluntly: If you are white, you are the nigger. I am not using this term in the way it is thrown around in pop culture today. I am not a nigger/nigga, in the sense that white people use the term to try to create the illusion of being hip, being part of their imagined version of black culture. I am not weighing in on the discussion within the black community about the pros and cons of using the term. I am not trying to shock or offend.

I’m using the term as white people commonly use it, to express that ugly mix of fear and contempt. I recognize that for all the changes in the culture since Baldwin used it in 1964, the term retains its power. Following Baldwin, I want to use it not as a weapon against others but as a tool for self-examination. I want to point the word inward rather than outward. To be the nigger is to be degraded, deficient, diseased, maybe even essentially deranged. In the racial game, we white people truly are the niggers.

A half-century after the significant legislative achievements of the civil-rights movement, white people are still less than fully human. We have abandoned a legally mandated apartheid but accept de facto segregation in housing and schooling. Most of us quietly take up our place in a world in which violence and coercion are routinely used to advance the narrow self-interest of the few at the expense of the many. That is inhuman. As long as the United States remains a white-supremacist society, we can’t escape this. I am often accused of being a self-hating white person. If the white projection of that status onto blacks was really about white fears of being those things, how could I not hate that part of myself?

The way out of this trap is to eliminate the category. We white people are the nigger until we get rid of the category we created. As long as the white-supremacist system continues, whether or not any white person ever aims that racial slur at a black person, then the idea of the nigger exists. And as long as that idea exists, any white person who wants to claim to be fully human has to accept that we are the nigger until the category disappears. That means that self-respecting white people should focus not simply on helping non-white people deal with the worst of white racism (whether that help comes individually or through government) but on radically transforming society to eliminate white-supremacist ideas and conditions. If we white people don’t want to be the nigger, that’s the only way out.

Baldwin retained a radical spirit throughout his life. A year before his death he spoke at the National Press Club, and gave several sharply worded answers to questions that amounted essentially to, “why don’t black people get over it?” Just as he did in those powerful essays and interviews in the early 1960s, he threw the question right back to the mainly white audience and asked them why the white community won’t be responsible for itself:

White people don’t know who they are or where they come from, and that’s why you think I’m a problem. But I am not the problem, your history is. And as long as you pretend you don’t know your history you are going to be the prisoner of it. And there’s no question of your liberating me because you can’t liberate yourselves. We’re in this together. And finally, when white people—quote unquote white people—talk about progress in relationship to black people all they are saying and all they can possibly mean by the word progress is how quickly and how thoroughly I become white. I don’t want to become white. I want to grow up. And so should you.9

That plea for us all to “grow up” reminded me of Jim. The radical spirit of some resistance movements, especially those dominated by young people, can burn brightly but flame out quickly. People like Baldwin and Koplin were in it for the long haul, knowing that they were not likely to live to see the dramatic transformation for which they yearned. But being radical means not only courage in the face of power but also perseverance in the face of history, which doesn’t always cooperate with our dreams of a better world.
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The most intense and exciting work in my first two years of graduate education—both in the classroom and at the Upper Crust with Koplin—concerned these critiques of patriarchy and white supremacy. Then in August 1990, Iraqi troops invaded Kuwait and the U.S. war machine geared up for what was to be a punishing attack on Iraq, what turned out to be not really a war but a “sanctioned massacre.”1 All of a sudden, I had another issue on which I had to get up to speed quickly, once again with Jim’s help.

I had graduated from high school in 1976, just as the energy of the New Left and antiwar movements was dissipating. The draft had ended in 1973, and by the time I was of conscription-eligible age the government had ended even draft registration (when it was reinstated in 1980, I was over the age limit—I’m part of a small cohort of men in the United States who has never had a draft card). Back then, I routinely argued that the Vietnam War had been a mistake, but I had no clear analysis of what had really happened or why. During the 1980s, when the Central American solidarity movement was challenging the United States’ support of the most repressive forces in the region, I was a young newspaper reporter paying more attention to the city council or county courthouse that I was covering than to international affairs. I knew the Middle East was important for oil, but not much else about conflicts there made sense to me.

In short, I was a pretty typical American: I paid little attention to the world and spent even less time thinking critically about U.S. foreign policy. I tried to cover my ignorance with cynicism; when the subject came up, I would talk about how all governments are corrupt and lie to the public about what they do in the world, pretending that this grand insight somehow absolved me from responsibility as a citizen of the country in which I lived. This kind of amoral posturing is possible only if one works hard to remain ignorant, which I did for the first half of my life. But in graduate school, just as my denial about other systems of power started to break down, so it was in this realm as well. The more I learned the more I realized just how little I knew and how much catching up I had to do.

One of the key moments in the process came when I read Manufacturing Consent,2 a critique of mainstream news media by Edward S. Herman and Noam Chomsky that was first published in 1988, just as I was landing back in school. The book’s compelling central argument—that mainstream journalists tend to subordinate themselves to elite points of view, especially in reporting on foreign policy—helped me understand the limits of the objectivity rituals of journalism, and my professors’ lack of interest in engaging the book’s argument was my first indication that I was not going to fit into the centrist ideology of journalism education. But just as important was the way the book opened my eyes to a critical analysis of U.S. foreign policy that challenged the conventional narrative of U.S. benevolence.

I had grown up with that standard story of history: The United States was the modern world’s first democracy, and as soon as it was able to project power around the world, it became the vehicle for extending democracy. Unlike the European empires of the old world, which were greedy and self-interested colonial powers, the United States used its economic and military power not only for national gain but to make a better world. But of course, this story goes on, the United States is not perfect. In foreign affairs we sometimes tried to do too much to help others, leading to mistakes in judgment about the best way to help. But unlike any other country, our commitment to freedom has meant we accepted criticism and learned from our mistakes. If the United States seems to be too assertive in global politics at times, that’s because U.S. leaders understand that the world would be a more chaotic and dangerous place without our steadying influence. As one U.S. diplomat put it, “We are the indispensable nation. We stand tall and we see further than other countries into the future.”3 Such is the burden of leadership, and we are morally obligated to bear it.

Even a cursory review of history challenges that standard story quickly, and I was slowly making my way through a more realistic history. But with so many other new issues on my plate, and the usual demands of graduate school and part-time work pressing, educating myself on the role of the United States in the world was not a high priority. During my second year of graduate school, the United States had launched an invasion of Panama when dictator Manuel Noriega, a once-trustworthy thug, became an untrustworthy thug who couldn’t be counted on to support U.S. policy in Central America. The “principles” of U.S. foreign policy demanded that we remove him from power, a claim that is best described as farcical—it’s hard to take seriously a military mission named “Operation Just Cause,” a clear indication that it’s anything but just—though it was no joke to the Panamanian civilians killed (estimates are several thousand, but the U.S. military made a point of not counting).4

But when President George H.W. Bush and U.S. planners started moving military forces to the Persian Gulf, a crash course on foreign policy, especially in the Middle East, became as important as anything I was working on. An antiwar movement rose up quickly to resist, and I went with Jim to rallies and teach-ins. No one in that movement was supporting Saddam Hussein’s government or legitimating the invasion of Kuwait, of course, but critics were challenging the United States’ saber-rattling. As someone new to this kind of politics, I was amazed at how quickly the resistance mobilized, and I was certain that this clear opposition from a significant number of people—along with the common sense of at least a few leaders—would push the Bush administration to pursue the opportunities for a diplomatic settlement to avoid war. After all, I reasoned, who could want a war?

Jim was less optimistic and began preparing for what he and many others feared was coming, and eventually I gave up my naiveté as well. What came was far worse than I could have imagined: The United States unleashed an unprecedented barrage of high-tech weapons that leveled Iraq, not only causing immediate death but guaranteeing that immense suffering would follow throughout the decade, as war damage and U.S.–led economic sanctions continued to immiserate Iraqi society.

My crash course in Middle East policy, reviewed in conversation with Jim and other friends, made it clear that a U.S. invasion was unnecessary to resolve the crisis but would be useful to U.S. policymakers who wanted to use a war to deepen U.S. power in the region and help establish the new rules in a post–Cold War world. In the words of then-President Bush, a U.S. victory in the war will teach dictators and tyrants (and perhaps the rest of the world, too) the lesson “that the U.S. has a new credibility and that what we say goes.”5 In this triumphalist moment, the victors saw no reason to be subtle. After the war, Bush declared, “The specter of Vietnam has been buried forever in the desert sands of the Arabian Peninsula.... By God, we’ve kicked the Vietnam syndrome once and for all!” A New York Times reporter described the president’s remark as coming in a “spontaneous burst of pride.”6

Instead of learning from our crimes in Vietnam, we would seek to be more effective in such criminal actions. Bush felt proud of being willing to kill and maim without concern about the consequences for real human beings. Such tough-minded politicians develop a special ability to think in terms of the “national interest” (which is defined, in practice, as the interests of a very specific group of people within the nation, typically the ones on top). This requires a willingness to mute, or perhaps completely eliminate, certain normal human emotions, such as empathy. Take, for example, the February 13, 1991, raid in which U.S. planes hit a bunker in Baghdad. Whether military planners knew it was an air-raid shelter or thought it was a “command-and-control site,” an estimated three to four hundred Iraqi civilians died.

Colin Powell, then chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, referred to this as “one downside of airpower,” and in an interview later said the incident led him to discuss with Gen. Norman Schwarzkopf the need “to look at the target list a little more closely.” Was the goal of that review to discuss civilian casualties? No, it was to question the efficacy of bombing an already bombed-out Baghdad. In Powell’s words: “I asked questions like, ‘Why are we bombing the Baath Party headquarters for the eighth time? . . . Why are we bouncing rubble with million-dollar missiles?’”7 The lesson, apparently, is that attacks on civilian targets, which are war crimes, are acceptable as long as they are cost-efficient.

After a war is over, when there is time to reassess without the intense pressure of daily choices about who lives and who dies, one might hope for moral reflection on such questions. In the summer of 1991, months after the Gulf War, the results of the forty-three-day bombing campaign—the most devastating concentrated bombing attack up to that point in history—were painfully clear. A Harvard study team had reported that the attack on Iraqi electrical, water, and sewage treatment systems during the war was having the predictable consequence of killing thousands of civilians, especially the most vulnerable—children, the elderly, the sick.

Pentagon planners, and the politicians who approved the project, knew perfectly well that the civilians would continue to die after the war as a result of those bombs. As a Washington Post reporter put it after extensive interviews with military officials that summer, some Iraqi infrastructure was bombed primarily to create “postwar leverage.” The “damage to civilian structures and interests, invariably described by briefers during the war as ‘collateral’ and unintended, was sometimes neither,” the reporter concluded. Then–Secretary of Defense Dick Cheney didn’t deny the deadly effects on civilians, but simply said that every Iraqi target was “perfectly legitimate” and “if I had to do it over again, I would do exactly the same thing.”8 That amounts not only to an admission of war crimes but a declaration of an intention to commit such crimes again if an opportunity were to present itself.

By 2003, Powell had traded in his uniform and was Secretary of State, while Cheney had moved up to Vice President. In the administration of George W. Bush, Powell was widely described as dovish and Cheney’s positions were consistently the most hawkish. As is so often the case, the difference between doves and hawks turns out to be mostly about style and rhetoric. Powell appeared anguished over the question of another invasion, explaining that he labored to verify the doctored evidence he would present before the United Nations to help sell the war. Cheney seemed to relish the opportunity to repeat the Gulf War, but with more firepower and fewer restraints this time.

My point is not to recount the deliberate distortions and outright lies that Bush II officials used to mobilize public support for a war of aggression—that’s been well documented in many places9—but rather to ponder the revisionist history that was so common once the 2003 occupation became a Vietnam-like quagmire for the United States. Throughout a second-guessing pundit class there was a nostalgia for the 1991 Gulf War, as important people reminded us that Bush I “got it right” by securing a UN Security Council resolution to provide a legal justification for the U.S. invasion. And instead of risking an occupation with U.S. ground forces that could have gotten messy, Bush I made a pragmatic choice to withdraw. The unspoken assumption of this argument appears to be that since the United States had so thoroughly destroyed Iraq, it was sensible to not take further risks with “boots on the ground” (a favorite cliché of pundits) and hope that the misery and chaos created would lead eventually to a more U.S.–friendly regime in Baghdad. From this so-called “realist” view, Bush II’s mistake was not in leveling Iraq—no problem there, that’s the American way—but in risking too much “blood and treasure” (another popular cliché) on the smoldering remains of the country. At least, that appears to be the argument; not being a pundit myself, I often have a hard time figuring out just what the big thinkers really mean.

For those of us trying to make sense of this madness, it’s important not to focus on the nature of any particular politician’s pathology. The problem is not that an occasional morally bankrupt official appears on the scene to push a monstrous policy. The much more disturbing problem is that it’s routine in the contemporary United States for people in positions of power and influence to evaluate large-scale killing not on the basis of any moral principle or human concern, but simply on the cost-benefit analysis of short-term material gain for the class of people whose interests define the national interest.

So far, the focus has been on the Republicans in power during the two shooting wars with Iraq. In the interest of balance, let’s not leave Democrats out of this short review. When Bill Clinton took office he continued to demand that UN economic sanctions on Iraq, which had been first imposed to try to force an Iraqi withdrawal from Kuwait, remain in place. It was clear that the embargo would result in massive civilian death in a country still struggling to reconstruct basic services, but Clinton viewed the sanctions as the most cost-effective way to keep the Hussein regime in a box—along with one low-level missile strike, allegedly to “degrade” Iraq’s capacity to manufacture weapons of mass destruction, thrown in for show (the December 1999 “Operation Desert Fox”). While Democrats today like to point out that Bush II invaded Iraq without legal authorization from the UN Security Council, that rejection of international law is bipartisan. In 1994, Madeleine Albright (then U.S. Ambassador to the UN, later to become Secretary of State) explained to the UN Security Council that in regard to Iraq, “We recognize this area as vital to U.S. national interests and we will behave, with others, multilaterally when we can and unilaterally when we must.”10 I’m not an expert in diplomatic language, but strikes me as an only slightly more polite version of “what we say goes.”

As the years dragged on and the civilian bodies piled up in Iraq, an international movement to lift the sanctions began to get traction, leading to a May 12, 1996, 60 Minutes segment that included this exchange between Albright and CBS news correspondent Lesley Stahl:

Stahl: We have heard that a half million children have died. I mean, that’s more children than died in Hiroshima. And, you know, is the price worth it?

Albright: I think this is a very hard choice, but the price—we think the price is worth it.

Albright later said she regretted making what she described as a “stupid statement,”11 and there is debate about how many Iraqi deaths were a direct result of the embargo. But I’ll never forget Albright’s “hard choice” comment because of the way it helped jolt me out of my own political slumber. In my first six years at the University of Texas, I had continued to stay informed about foreign policy, but most of my time and energy were spent working to get the job security that comes with academic tenure, at the same time I was going through an emotionally draining divorce. It was in the first months of 1998 that I came up for air from both those processes and could think about my political life, just as Clinton was making his first threats to bomb Iraq (the actual bombing would be delayed until December of that year). Eager to know more, I went to a presentation by a volunteer from the Chicago-based peace group Voices in the Wilderness, which had been sending delegations to Iraq to bring back reports of the suffering of civilians caused by the economic embargo. After describing conditions in Iraq, the activist played the Albright clip, and something in me was jarred loose. The monstrousness of U.S. policy, which I had started to understand in 1991, overwhelmed me, and I sat in the Quaker Meeting House in stunned silence. Instead of trying to be a positive force in the Middle East, U.S. policymakers had made a conscious choice to slowly starve an entire country. As I got up to leave that lovely old house, shaded by big old trees on a large lot in a quiet part of town just north of campus, my mind was flooded with images of bodies left for dead, during and after war.

I walked out that night knowing that I needed to shift the priorities in my life and become more actively involved, which did happen within a few weeks. But that night I mostly was struggling with all that emotion. My first instinct was to call Jim, but since he was an early-to-bed/early-to-rise kind of fellow, I knew I wouldn’t get home in time. But I spent a lot of time that evening thinking about Jim and his intensely emotional reaction to the 1991 war. I remembered how during the Gulf War I couldn’t quite understand why Jim so often seemed to be on the edge of some kind of emotional meltdown. Yes, war produces a lot of suffering, but at that point I was processing it all primarily in intellectual terms. That night I started to understand his reaction.

Jim was one of most intellectually rigorous thinkers I knew, but he was also one of the most emotionally vulnerable people I knew, which had to do with his deep capacity for empathy. That wasn’t always readily evident on the surface. Jim was not a demonstrative person emotionally, and many who knew him superficially may have thought of him as standoffish and aloof. It took me some time to realize that he was careful about speaking emotionally, especially in public, because of how deeply he felt things, especially involving violence.

That night in 1998, churning over the details of the presentation on Iraq, I thought about something Jim had told me at one of our early Upper Crust sessions, that he could remember the moment as a young person when he realized that every human being’s brain and body worked in pretty much the same way, which meant that every human being alive on the planet had the capacity to experience the same range of emotions as he did. It was at that moment that the abstract idea of equality became real to him—we really are all the same, at the deepest and most basic level—and that the suffering of people everywhere became real, and overwhelming, to him. Jim said that his daily life was manageable because he had found ways to wall himself off from that realization, for trying to live with that awareness always present would be to court suicide. That may sound melodramatic, but for Jim that feeling was very real.

I had always treated questions of war and peace as abstract political issues, but that night I was preoccupied with broken bodies and human suffering. That evening is a jumble in my mind; I remember only that I didn’t sleep well. A few days later I went into my files of Koplin correspondence and reread letters from Jim during the Gulf War. (During that war I was still living in Minneapolis, but there were usually so many ideas flying around in our weekly conversations that Jim and I often wrote to each other in between Upper Crust coffee sessions.) In January 1991, after the bombing had started, Jim wrote a letter to his friend Sox Sperry and sent me a copy. He began that letter explaining that he still grieves for the millions of Southeast Asians who died during the U.S. attack on Vietnam:

My hope was that my younger more-or-less post-Vietnam friends would not ever have such a burden. And now, whether [a particular friend he names] gives conscious recognition or not at this moment, he will be marked by the grief for all of the people of the Middle East who have already died—and the killing that has barely begun. This is in large part why I have been crying. (January 19, 1991)

The day the bombing started, Jim and Donna McNamara had a presentation on pornography and sexual violence scheduled at an alternative high school in Minneapolis. Jim started that session by recognizing his struggle, telling the students:

Business as usual is very difficult for me today, as I’m sure you can tell from the emotion in my voice. I was thinking about how what we have to talk about is in fact about the same kind of problem that we now see on the international scene—that given the rush to war, it is crucially important that we take an hour today to talk about our material. We live in a world organized around one principle: domination/submission and the exercise of power by the strong over the weak. We, the people, need to resist and break that principle at all levels. And so, I see myself as completely consistent in being at the demo at 4 p.m. in Uptown in a few hours and being with you during this class period to talk about violence against women.

Jim made the connection between the experience of watching the domination in pornography and in media images of war:

Sorting out more clearly the roots of my incredible revulsion to those images of smart bombs sneaking into doorways, thumbs up from macho pilots, sortie counts. I get the same feeling I get looking at pornography, and I know deep down how powerful that sexist imagery is and how it gets inside me and I have to go away for a while, so the profound objectification of women doesn’t take hold inside me—this is the same kind of objectification being prattled about as “news.” It truly sickens me, and I know if I had a TV set I would have smashed the screen by now. (January 20, 1991)

A week later that connection would be made even clearer when, despite the best efforts of Pentagon censors, news leaked out that pilots taking off from the aircraft carrier USS John F. Kennedy had watched pornographic movies before flying missions, apparently to help get them in the right frame of mind to drop bombs.12

But no matter how angry Jim got, he always returned to a deep grieving. In this part of the letter he acknowledges his fear that what he was about to write might seem “off-the-wall,” even to his closest friends, but that he needed to say it:

The emphasis yesterday (in my writing) was on the women and children (and men as civilians). Then the announcement about beginning the concentrated bombing of the army in Iraq. There is a special agony/melancholy/anger over this. Beyond my love for all humanity, I love men as potential partners in intimacy. I love their bodies as well as their hearts/minds. In the last analysis it is the bodies that are mutilated, ripped apart, dead. In my half-awake hour around 5 am. I had this kind of dream image of being naked, holding dying naked Arab men in my arms one at a time and committing them to the spirit world.

I looked down

                    My genitals were covered with blood.

I asked

                    Will it ever wash off?

For Jim, the horror of all this was not just the suffering but the connection of that suffering to actions taken by the government of the country in which he is a citizen. In the antiwar movement the phrase “not in our name” is used to suggest that those who reject a war can somehow deny politicians’ the claim to speak for them. I understand the sentiment, but it always struck me as a bit of an evasion. Whether we like it or not, as citizens of the United States, this is being done in our name; the responsibility is collective. I think that’s what Jim was feeling, the reality that even if we refuse to support a war, we are part of that war in ways we can never escape. About two weeks before the end of the war, Jim wrote to me again about these emotions:

There was something in my heart I couldn’t talk about in public with you at the Upper Crust, fearing a major collapse. I woke up very early (around 3) in anguish most likely over the pain of knowing so many young Arabs and U.S. people are living out their last days among us before they get slaughtered in the ground war the Butcher of Washington will provide.

At 4, Monitor Radio did a news summary. One item reported that a 20-year-old man had set himself afire on Amherst Common and died. This is very “close to home” for me—having been on that spot for many demos on all sorts of topics with many student-age friends. I cried for a while. The cloud was with me into the morning.

[A friend] arrived for lunch and to use the word processor. When he finished he said he had a news story to pass along. He had heard the same account. I lost it completely. He held me while I cried the whole mess out. Felt much relieved.

Later we were walking in the park, when he got up next to me and squeezed and started to cry. Kind of a delayed reaction, and a way of realizing how he has suppressed his feelings about the war the past couple of weeks in order to concentrate on job interviews, etc. We parted at the end of the afternoon with our collective mental health much improved. (February 20, 1991)

Empathy is not all that is required for radical politics, but without empathy no decent radical politics is possible. In day-to-day life, it’s difficult enough to practice real empathy with the people suffering among us, without that feeling devolving into mere sympathy or, worse, a charitable pity. Jim managed to connect empathetically to people halfway around the world whom he never met, and never would meet, in a powerful way. Yet he refused to succumb to the emotional intensity that can so easily paralyze us politically. From Jim I learned that the key to staying committed to radical politics was that balancing act, keeping your analytic skills sharp without hardening your heart, even as it is shattered every day by cruelty that is at the same time both utterly ordinary and beyond imagination.

Starting in 1998, my political life in Austin increasingly focused on what I came to understand was not only antiwar but anti-empire politics. I was lucky to run into some like-minded folks—Zeynep Tufecki, Rahul Mahajan, and Romi Mahajan, all of whom knew more about the world and taught me a lot about politics and organizing—and we launched the “Nowar Collective” to work first on the campaign to end the embargo on Iraq, and later other attempts to challenge U.S. military and economic interventions into the world, from Serbia to the World Trade Organization.

After 9/11, that anti-empire work took on a new intensity at an accelerated pace, as many of us feared the United States’ mad rush to war and lust for even greater dominance might start to unravel whatever sanity was left in the world. The world survived, less sane and more vulnerable than ever. The members of Nowar Collective eventually moved out of Austin, but my local work continued with Pat Youngblood through the Third Coast Activist Resource Center. When it was clear that there was no reason to put more energy into an exhausted and ineffective antiwar movement, we started to think more about organizing around economics and ecology, key questions if an increasing insane world is to survive at all.









INEQUALITY AND THE POLITICS OF CAPITALISMINEQUALITY AND THE POLITICS OF CAPITALISM

Jim Koplin, who developed the most comprehensive and consistent radical left/feminist/antiracist/ecological politics of anyone I have ever known, talked with great affection about his time as a bank teller.

Jim was good with numbers, liked working with ordered systems in which accounts could be summed and settled at the end of the day, and was satisfied only when a job was done right—which made him perfect for a summer job at the State Bank of Lake Park. In that small, locally owned bank that served a main street of small shop owners who served the surrounding farm country in the late 1940s and early ’50s, Jim saw the importance of neighborliness and trust in a local economy. That didn’t mean everyone in town loved each other or that people always treated each other kindly, but the economy of Lake Park generally worked. The banker knew the folks to whom he was lending money, the store owners knew the nearby farmers, and the richest person in town didn’t seem all that different from the poorest, though everyone was aware of who was rich and who wasn’t.

Jim spoke fondly of that job, both of the work he did and the people he worked with. And yet throughout his politically conscious life, Jim did not hesitate to describe capitalism as a depraved and destructive economic system that is incompatible with social justice and ecological sustainability. Jim believed that we have to acknowledge not only the successes but the profound failures of capitalism and leave it behind.

Jim saw no contradiction between his early experience in the Lake Park bank and the conclusion he had reached about the larger economy. Jim understood that complex systems produce complex experiences, and we make sense of a system by looking at patterns over time rather than romanticizing the positive and rationalizing away the negative. That strategy of avoiding difficult truths about capitalism has always been popular, especially after the financial collapse of 2008, as people have scrambled to avoid facing the fact that our economic system is not viable. The problem is “crony capitalism,” say the libertarians, whose worship of “free markets” is akin to pre-modern religious faith. The problem is the expansion of “corporate personhood,” say the liberals, who yearn for a return of the New Deal’s belief in a kinder-and-gentler capitalism. The problem is “too big to fail,” say the technocrats, who always believe there is a policy fix just around the corner.

Crony capitalism, corporate personhood, and too-big-to-fail corporations are, of course, problems in today’s economy. But our focus should be on the deeper, and more disturbing, problems inherent in capitalism, a system that is inhuman, antidemocratic, and unsustainable. Jim understood that what he experienced in the rural economy of his childhood was real, and that at the same time capitalism is a death trap—the system’s corrosive profit-maximizing and obsession with growth were bound to destroy that rural economy and, quite possibly, any hope for a decent future.

How could Jim square that positive experience in small-town America with that anticapitalist analysis?

First, the community of Lake Park didn’t work because of capitalism, but in spite of capitalism. The sense of mutual obligation that cemented those bonds didn’t come from capitalism, which is based on exactly the opposite idea, that people have no necessary obligation to each other beyond maximizing their self-interest. The connections people felt to each other came from other ways of understanding what it means to be human, rooted primarily in the social and religious institutions of the community. Those connections come from philosophies and theologies that understand human life as achieving its fullest meaning in the common body, and in rural communities that also typically meant understanding the common body as one part of a larger living world, with its own rhythms and cycles. In other words, capitalism is able to function not because of its value system but because it cannibalizes those other value systems.

Second, with every passing generation those other value systems atrophy or are distorted by capitalism’s elevation of narcissism from a character flaw to a virtue. The neighborliness that routinely leads people to share is replaced with purchasing what one needs from professional service providers. Paradoxically, as people come to think of themselves as being more independent and not reliant on others, they really are becoming more dependent—on the money necessary to buy help when the practice of sharing atrophies. There are exceptions, but in my experience I’ve found that the more wealth people accrue, the more narcissistic they become.

In the United States, capitalism’s most dramatic distortion of another system has come in the marginalizing of the central Christian ethic of communal life and solidarity. Because that ethic is so clearly incompatible with the narcissism of capitalism, mainstream theology has either ignored the problem or twisted scripture and tradition into a theological defense of self-aggrandizement in the quest for wealth. Neither capitalism nor socialism existed when the New Testament was written, of course, and it’s facile to suggest that a complex text is an endorsement of any modern system. But these scriptures consistently assert the idea that people get closest to the God (however one understands that term) not when they pursue self-interest but by becoming part of a community of equals in which wealth is shared according to need.

To avoid accountability for this cultural decay, older generations tend to blame young people for failing to live up to the elders’ standards, when in facts kids are simply paying attention to the reward system that grown-ups have created. There is, of course, great variation in how individuals react to those rewards, but the pattern is clear: Each generation, we lose more of the values that have kept capitalism from completely destroying decent human communities. Gangsterism—the goal of getting ahead no matter what the cost to others—slowly becomes the norm, which has so far happened most notably at the very bottom and very top of the system. Street gangs and investment bankers both routinely ignore the consequences of their actions on others, because in both those worlds the pursuit of wealth is the only value.

Third, for the community of Lake Park to work, a lot of other communities had to be destroyed and many more continue to be impoverished. No community exists in a vacuum, in history or in the contemporary world. The state of Minnesota was made possible by the attack on, and forcible displacement of, Anishinaabe and Dakota peoples to make way for white settlers, which is part of the capitalist story of Lake Park, as is the slave system that helped propel the United States into the industrial world. By the time Jim took that job at the bank, the United States was the preeminent empire, wielding unprecedented economic power that helped further enrich an already rich country. Lake Park benefitted, at least in the short term, from those acts of violence and domination, and the fact that those acts are either in the past or out of sight in other parts of the world does not reduce their relevance to our affluence. In evaluating the system, we are obligated to use full-cost accounting.

Fourth, a local economy based on common decency wasn’t going to survive indefinitely in Lake Park, given the logic of capitalism. By the 1970s, farmers started to “get big or get out,” the infamous mantra of Earl Butz, Secretary of Agriculture under Richard Nixon. The nice people of Lake Park were no match for the growth imperative and profit obsession of modern capitalism as it played out on a global scale. Capitalism’s ideologues like to talk about the “creative destruction” in the system, how innovation often wipes out existing businesses but creates something new, which sounds fine as an abstract concept but which in practice destroys real people, communities, and ecosystems. If we pay attention to capitalism—not just its critics but its more fervent defenders—none of this should be surprising. As Jim would say so often when analyzing systems, “it’s in the nature of things,” in this case a capitalist economic system that explicitly values profit over people and other living things.

Again, none of this requires us to pretend Lake Park was once paradise on earth or to yearn for some mythical golden age. Small rural communities based on traditional values have long struggled with plenty of social problems—most notably racism, narrow-minded religiosity, sexism, xenophobia—problems we also see in allegedly more sophisticated cities. Jim saw no reason to romanticize the world in which he was raised and no reason to trash it. Nostalgia was harmless, as long as it didn’t displace honest analysis.

Note that so far, I have not employed complex economic jargon or offered a specifically Marxist critique of capitalism. That’s not because all those concepts and terms are suspect, or that Karl Marx and other like-minded critics have nothing to offer. But Jim impressed upon me the idea that one doesn’t have to go immediately into the numbing specialized language of an academic discipline or the sometimes obscure jargon of critics to understand the pathology of capitalism. Technocrats and experts, on both sides, sometimes falsely claim special status in evaluating the basic moral and empirical claims about capitalism, when in fact we all have the ability to work through these fundamental questions.

Jim helped me understand that one could be a critical thinker without having to embrace everything labeled “critical theory.” Early in my graduate school career, I confessed to him that I was finding some of the theoretical reading, especially that which had a postmodernist/poststructuralist bent, to be a tough slog. Jim counseled me to use a “sleep test” and not worry if I didn’t resonate to the “super-intellectual word salad” of the theoretical fad of the day. He said that when he moved away from a focus on psychology and started his self-education on politics and political theory in the 1960s and ’70s, one of the fads on the left was “neo-Marxism,” especially the work of various European heavyweight academics, and he gave it a try. “I routinely went to sleep by the third page,” he told me, while the more engaged writing coming out of activist movements engaged in organizing struggles kept him energized. Picking on the arcane work of various German and French theorists with a mischievous glee, he wrote: “It seems to me in both cases one works very hard to find that there are some useful things in there. But they turn out to be the same ideas that every grandmother has known about for centuries.” (February 15, 1995)

A couple of years after my first conversation with Jim about this, Noam Chomsky made similar comments in that 1993 Z Magazine interview. Saying that he typically found most postmodernist writing incomprehensible and much of the Marxist-Leninist canon to be of little value, Chomsky speculated—with his typical dry humor—that his failure to fully understand these works might be a personal problem, perhaps something akin to tone-deafness. But as far as he could tell, that kind of analysis typically offered a few sensible insights, but dressed up in arcane language that obfuscated more than it clarified.

I had come into graduate school feeling inadequately prepared (which was an accurate assessment of my previous educational experiences) and uncertain that I had a right to challenge the scholarly and political writings of the so-called big thinkers (which was understandable given my inadequate preparation, but missed the point of open intellectual inquiry and responsible political engagement). But the friend I trusted most on these matters (who seemed pretty smart) and one of the world’s leading intellectuals (who was widely agreed to be pretty smart, even by the people who hated him) both agreed that one should not fear challenging the conventional wisdom, no matter whether it came from the right, left, or center. That emboldened me to trust my ability to tackle subjects that otherwise might have intimidated me and to read not only what others said was important but what I found most compelling. In the realm of economics, that meant I didn’t have to pretend I understood every chart and graph that the economists love to flash, which freed me up to explore issues at the level that was relevant to my work, guided by a simple question: What do we need to know to make reliable judgments in our roles not just as workers and consumers but also as citizens and human beings, as people who are not only part of an economy but part of a society that is part of a larger living world? Jim and I regularly came back to this question of how to present a critique of capitalism that dealt with human values in plain language that wouldn’t immediately alienate people who with mainstream political views. Neither Jim nor I were afraid, in times and places where it made sense, of describing our own politics as socialist or anarchist, but both those terms have been drained of shared meaning in contemporary culture. As was our habit, Jim and I tinkered together with ideas in conversation and correspondence, and he left any writing for a public audience that might be worthwhile for me. After two decades of tinkering, here’s what we/I have come up with:

Asking people to question capitalism routinely sparks two defensive reactions. First, many people will respond with a classic case of false alternatives: If you don’t like capitalism and market economics, you must be in favor of communism and central planning. Since everyone knows the alternative system failed, capitalism is the only system possible. That “capitalism won/socialism lost, so get over it” argument is, of course, not an argument at all but rather an attempt to derail the exploration of alternatives. What if there are other options?1

That sparks the next challenge, when people demand that those of us who critique capitalism must provide a fully articulated alternative system that is obviously superior and clearly workable, immediately. My response: Of course I don’t have the blueprints for an economic system that I can take off the shelf and implement, and if I did you should assume I’m a lunatic. Can anyone imagine presenting a plan that could replace the existing system at the snap of a finger? Has that ever happened in history? Did feudalism in Europe simply end one day to be replaced by capitalism? To believe that any person or group of people can do more than sketch a direction for a new economy requires delusions of grandeur.

Our challenge is to articulate principles that can guide us in many different experiments in organizing the production, distribution, and consumption of goods and services, aware that no one person or party is smart enough to create a complete system. Here’s a short list of those principles:

       [image: ][image: ]  Cooperation rather than competition as the core value.

       [image: ][image: ]  Solidarity with others rather than self-interest as the primary motivation.

       [image: ][image: ]  Sufficiency rather than excess as the standard for production.

       [image: ][image: ]  Frugality rather than indulgence as the standard for behavior.

       [image: ][image: ]  Cautious conservation rather than endless extraction as the standard for interaction with the world.

       [image: ][image: ]  Long-term human fulfillment rather than the intensity of short-term pleasure as the standard for judging what it means to live a good life.

With those principles in mind, we can organize ourselves in new ways in the present, rather than pontificate about some Grand New System of the future. Worker cooperatives are a good example of this spirit.2 Worker-owned/worker-managed businesses still have to make a profit to survive in the existing capitalist system, but instead of adopting the hierarchical structure of the typical corporation, they organize a workplace based on democratic principles. That is not a call to revolution, but it is a concrete expression of a radical set of principles that not only can improve the lives of people working in a cooperative but also create new possibilities as we learn from that experience.

There is much to say about cooperatives and other alternatives to capitalism, but before we can explore all those we have to be clear about why the existing system is inconsistent with basic human values. This description sounds odd in the United States, where so many people assume that capitalism is not simply the best among competing economic systems but the only sane and rational way to organize an economy in the contemporary world. Although the financial crisis that began in 2008 has scared many people, it has not always led to questioning the nature of the system.

What is that system? I’ve found that most of my students, and quite a few adults, have no clear idea of how to define capitalism. So, I often step back to lay out the basics of capitalism, a political-economic system in which (1) property, including capital assets, is owned and controlled by private persons; (2) most people must rent their labor power for money wages to survive; (3) the means of production and labor are manipulated by capitalists using rational calculation to maximize profit; and (4) most exchanges of goods and services occur through markets. Note that I did not say “free markets,” given that all markets in modern society are constructed through law (rules about contracts, currency, use of public goods, and externalities), which inevitably will advantage some and disadvantage others.3 So, the common libertarian claim that we should “get the government out of the economy” is nonsensical, because without government there would be no functioning economy in the modern world. Since all these policy decisions are based on value judgments, our goal should be an open conversation about those values rather than trying to derail the conversation with empty slogans.

“Industrial capitalism”—made possible by discoveries of new energy sources, sweeping technological changes, and concentrations of capital in empires such as Great Britain—was marked by the development of the factory system and greater labor specialization and exploitation. The term “finance capitalism” is used to mark a shift to a system in which the accumulation of profits in a financial system becomes dominant over the production processes. This financialization has led not only to intensified inequality but also to greater economic instability.4

Today in the United States, most people understand capitalism not only in the context of wage labor but also of mass consumption—access to unprecedented levels of goods and services that are cheap enough to be affordable for ordinary people and not just elites.5 In such a world, everyone and everything is a commodity in the market. Within this dominant ideology of market fundamentalism—often referred to as “neoliberalism,” an updating of an older economic definition of “liberal” from the nineteenth century—it’s assumed that the most extensive use of markets possible, along with privatization of many publicly owned assets and the shrinking of public services, will unleash maximal competition and result in the greatest good. All of this is taken to be inherently just, no matter what the results. If such a system creates a world in which most people live in poverty, that is taken not as evidence of a problem with market fundamentalism but evidence that fundamentalist principles have not been imposed with sufficient vigor; it is an article of faith that the “invisible hand” of the market always provides the preferred result, no matter how awful the consequences may be for large numbers of people.6

How to critique capitalism in such a society? Capitalism offers us a depraved account of our own nature and guarantees a degraded ecosphere—it is fundamentally inhuman and unsustainable.

Inhuman: The moral claim of contemporary capitalism rests on the assertion that because we are greedy, self-interested animals, a viable economic system must reward greedy, self-interested behavior. Those capacities certainly are part of human nature, but we also just as obviously are capable of compassion and selflessness. We can act competitively and aggressively, but we also act out of solidarity and cooperation—human nature is wide-ranging and plastic, changing under different conditions. In situations where compassion and sharing are the norm, we tend to act that way. In situations where competitiveness and aggression are rewarded, most people tend toward such behavior. Human nature is not infinitely malleable, but history and experience demonstrates that in the realm of complex behavior, any simplistic assertion such as “that’s just the way people are” carries a heavy burden of proof.

Why must we accept an economic system that undermines the most decent aspects of our nature and strengthens the cruelest? Because, we’re told, that’s just the way people are. What evidence is there of that? Look around, we’re told, at how people behave. Everywhere we look, we see greed and the pursuit of self-interest. So the proof that these greedy, self-interested aspects of our nature are dominant is that, when living in a system that rewards greed and self-interested behavior, people often act that way. That’s called circular reasoning.

Unsustainable: Capitalism is a system based on the assumption of continuing, unlimited growth on a finite planet. Physical systems impose limits on all organisms, including humans.7 There are only two ways out of this problem. We can hold out hope that we might hop over to a new planet soon, or we can embrace technological fundamentalism (more on that later) and believe that ever more complex technologies will allow us to transcend those physical limits. Both those positions are equally delusional. Delusions may bring temporary comfort, but they don’t solve problems; in fact, they tend to cause more problems, and in this world those problems keep piling up.

Critics have compared capitalism to a cancer that eventually destroys the living host, both the human communities and non-human living world. Capitalism is not, of course, the only unsustainable system that humans have devised, but it is the most obviously unsustainable system, and it’s the one in which we are stuck. It’s the one that we are told is inevitable and natural, like the air we breathe. But the air that we are breathing is choking the most vulnerable people in the world, eventually choking us all, choking the planet.

How does the system continue despite these intrinsic problems? Capitalism in the developed world, especially in the United States, makes ordinary people a pretty straightforward offer: No matter how bad your life is today, tomorrow you could be a millionaire. Stick with the system and you will survive, maybe even someday make it big. Resist the system and bad things will happen.

Meritocracy is largely a myth, but there are enough rags-to-riches stories that people easily can imagine it happening to them. In the meantime, for those who don’t make it to the top, the system will provide a reasonable amount of pleasure in the form of readily available cheap food, adequate shelter, and multiple opportunities to narcotize oneself with not only drugs and alcohol but also mass-spectacle entertainment. Those falling to the bottom, a kind of internal Third World, typically see no choice but to capitulate, since politics is rigged and revolutionary change is impossible to imagine. Middle-class comfort depends on the extraction of labor and resources in the larger Third World, which isn’t pretty for billions of people, but the system keeps them mostly out of sight and out of mind.

Jim rejected that offer. Living in the United States, he couldn’t magically transcend capitalism, of course, but he organized his life to minimize the effect of the system’s values on him—not out of some holier-than-thou desire for moral superiority but because living frugally helped him stay sane. He understood that to the degree he reduced what he needed to buy, he increased his freedom.

Here’s a rather trivial example that makes the point: Jim had embraced rock-and-roll music as part of the 1960s movements, and he told stories of parties at Hampshire College with the stereo blaring and of anxiously awaiting the release of the latest Bob Dylan record. When I knew him, Jim occasionally listened to music on the radio, but there was little recorded music in his home; the cassette tapes stacked by the small stereo were all political lectures. It finally occurred to me to ask him why he had stopped buying music. His answer was classic Koplin: “One day I realized that music was just one more thing being marketed and that I was a target.” Jim didn’t like being the target of marketing, and from that moment on, he said, he never bought another record. Jim supported musicians and the arts, and was more than willing to pay to attend live performances. He didn’t pretend that his boycott of buying records was a grand moral statement but instead made that choice because he didn’t like the relationship to recorded music that capitalism forced him into, and getting out of the habit of anticipating new records made him feel freer.

Jim realized that living in contemporary society meant making pragmatic decisions every day about how to deal with a capitalist economy. He made his compromises with the system to survive, as we all do, and he never lectured others about how they should make those decisions (though he offered advice when asked, and I asked often). He was careful with his savings and spending to make sure he had enough money to live as he aged. But more carefully than he watched his savings, Jim guarded his soul.
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Jim Koplin understood that social justice and ecological sustainability are not competing values, but both core components of the same project of challenging hierarchies and the domination/subordination logic on which they are built. The hierarchies within the human family undermine the possibility of decent communities that respect individual autonomy and preserve human dignity—justice and hierarchy are incompatible. Human claims to dominate the larger living world undermine the possibility of an ongoing large-scale human presence in decent communities on the planet—sustainability and hierarchy are incompatible. Those are touchstones that Jim and I returned to in correspondence and conversation for twenty-four years.

Many of those conversations took place in Jim’s kitchen, often with me standing over the heating vent. In the winter when it was cold I tended to huddle around any source of heat in his house; always frugal, Jim set the furnace at the lowest tolerable level. That vent was in front of a corkboard wall on which Jim pinned his calendar and favorite quotes. One line from Wendell Berry, which remained there the entire time he owned the house, always drew my attention: “You can’t know who you are if you don’t know where you are.”1 For years I looked at that scrap of paper on which Jim had typed that sentence, which was at the core of his understanding of our contemporary ecological crises, to which we’ll return shortly.

As Jim helped me work through an analysis of these hierarchical systems built on sex/gender, race, nation, and economics that structure so much of life within the human family, he also helped me understand that those of us with unearned privilege in a hierarchy face a straightforward choice: We can be what the system expects us to be, or we can resist the hierarchy. We can accept without challenge the conventional definitions of what it means to be a man and to be white in a white-supremacist patriarchy. We can embrace the glorification of the United States and of wealth in an imperialist state and a capitalist economy. But if we accept and embrace those identities within those ideologies, we surrender some of our humanity.

I can be a man, accepting what happens to women in patriarchy, or I can struggle to be a human being, but I can’t be both.

I can be white, accepting what happens to people of color in a white-supremacist society, or I can struggle to be a human being, but I can’t be both.

I can be an American, embracing the inequality and suffering inevitable in a world dominated by the United States, or I can struggle to be a human being, but I can’t be both.

I can be materially comfortable, embracing the inequality and suffering inevitable in capitalism, or I can struggle to be a human being, but I can’t be both.

Obviously, I can’t magically stop being male or white. I could renounce my citizenship and give up my job and salary, but neither act would contribute to political change. My desire to be fully human, to live as fully as possible, depends not on escaping my identity but on my contribution to the struggle to undermine these hierarchies. If hierarchies are an impediment to building a society in which everyone can live a dignified life, then my own humanity is measured by my attempts to help eliminate those impediments.

But that yearning to be fully human, to claim my own humanity, raises a deceptively simple question: What does it mean to be a human being? What does it mean to have humanity in the historical moment in which we are living? Given the range of human practices that have existed in our species in recent times—from a loving solidarity rooted in a deep sense of mutual obligation, to genocidal aggression rooted in paranoid fantasies of superiority, and most everything in between—any answer to the question is best formulated carefully and offered with humility. Even if overnight we could overcome the corrosive effects of hierarchies and create egalitarian societies, we still would face difficult choices that emerge from conflicting values. When do we stop trying to heal terminally ill people and accept their deaths? When should individual desires give way to the needs of a group? If our best collective ethical decision-making leaves us with no clear answers, how do we decide which choices are most consistent with being human? Even in paradise, being human would not be easy.

For Jim, questions about the best way to arrange human societies are answered in the context of where we find ourselves ecologically. If we want to know who we are, we should start by understanding where we are, by understanding how we fit in the larger living world. That requires an awareness that we are here, in a specific place, and always in that larger world, always on this planet.

That seems like a childlike statement—after all, where else could we be?—but if we start our inquiry about the world from inside our heads, then our perceptions of the world take center stage. When we get stuck inside our heads, how we want the world to operate can easily trump how the world operates. Jim believed in starting the inquiry from the world around us, by being in the world consciously, by always cultivating as deep an awareness as possible of that world. This isn’t about a fantasy of getting outside one’s own body to see the world from some imagined spiritual plane but exactly the opposite—a rootedness in the world by being in one’s body as fully as possible. Jim wasn’t interested in spiritual transcendence; to want to transcend the body would be a rejection of the ecological understanding so important to him.

Jim also was not seeking some direct experience with the world that is unaffected by his existing perceptions of things, as if one could know the world without using our cognitive capacities. Just as there’s no magic spiritual position detached from the body, there’s no embodied position from which to know about the world that doesn’t require us to analyze. What Jim cultivated was the simple ability to be as fully present as possible without immediately imposing his existing perceptions of that world onto new experience. Obviously, no person can walk in the world without any preconceptions—we can’t become blank slates on which the world will write some kind of unadulterated truth. In this sense, no knowledge we acquire in the world is pre-theoretical; we go into every encounter with some ideas about how things work—a theory about some aspect of the world—which will affect how we observe the world.

Even with all those necessary caveats, I saw that the way Jim walked through the world was qualitatively different from mine. I struggle to get outside my own head, to see what is around me in finer detail, while Jim did that almost as easily as breathing. And while I may be a bit odd, I am not totally idiosyncratic; increasingly people in the developed world don’t seem to know where they are, and not just in the most obvious sense that fewer and fewer people (especially in urban and suburban areas) are aware of the kinds of ecosystems in which they live, or are aware of the plants and animals that make up those ecosystems. Jim sometimes speculated that there were a significant number of people who barely noticed that human-built structures depend on a living world.

The most obvious manifestations of this disconnection are the screens and the earbuds, the ways in which people’s attention is so routinely diverted from the immediate world around them to what is flashing on a screen or pulsating in their ears. But those are just the most glaring examples of a deeper poverty of experience. Jim understood that in an even more disturbing way, the modern world has made it more difficult for people to understand that we live in a world that is expansive beyond our ability to comprehend, a world that contains more information than our minds can imagine, let alone know. Modern high-energy technology does amazing things, which seems to have dulled our capacity to be amazed at the far more profound complexity of the world beyond our gadgets and toys. Rather than expanding our consciousness, the digital world is constraining it.

Some people call this struggle to be more fully in the world “mindfulness.” Jim didn’t care for that term, not because he rejected the concept but because he believed buzzwords tended to narrow our thinking and obscure rather than clarify. Jim also was skeptical about the various forms of meditative and movement/body practices—again, not because he was against quiet contemplation or moving our bodies, but because he believed that to be more aware in the world took no special processes and required no gurus. Plenty of his friends explored those practices in productive ways, but for Jim the starting point for being in the world—for cultivating this life of the mind and the body—was not to be found in special paths to awareness but instead in the simple recognition that we are animals in ecosystems.

In other words, to understand what is distinctive about humans, we should start by reminding ourselves that we are simply one more species on the planet, and pay closer attention to all that is alive around us. Our quest to be fully human—to understand our particular place in the world as the species with consciousness and complex language capacities—is best pursued with deeper ecological awareness, which means more than appreciating a beautiful sunset. If we began our introspection rooted in an awareness of what we share with other living things and how we share it, we’re likely to make better sense of what’s distinctive about us and to make less of a mess around us.

If we hope to turn away from the ways of living that have been undermining the capacity of the ecosphere to sustain a large-scale human presence—that is, if we hope to survive in decent human communities—we have to reject the commonly held belief that it is humans’ destiny to dominate the larger living world. For some people, the justification for that is theological—God gave us the Earth to dominate and therefore we should. For others, the justification is secular—we have the intellectual capacity to dominate and therefore we should. Whatever the basis for the compulsion to dominate, we must check it if we are to survive.

It’s difficult to turn away from that domination unless we are aware of the living qualities and complexity of what we are dominating. Just as a slave owner typically erases the full humanity of a slave to rationalize the domination, our society has erased much of the reality of other life around us to rationalize our domination. The place to start coming to terms with our break with that larger living world is to repeat, over and over, a simple truth: We are not alone in Creation.

Jim would have resisted my use of the term “Creation,” at the very least arguing that it shouldn’t be capitalized, to avoid the implication of belief in a Creator. I use the term not in that narrow theological sense, but because it implies something outside a human ability to understand and it conveys reverence for what is beyond humans. Jim may not have thought of the world as Creation, but he walked through the world with that reverence.

Jim’s understanding of the world emerged from his early experience on the land, his close attention to all branches of science, and his ongoing daily attention to the living world. Just as with his political analysis, Jim’s ideas were always under construction, changing as new information suggested new directions, but there were a few principles that he held to firmly.

First, and most basic, was that specific places and the whole planet have to matter to us. He thought the phrase “think globally, act locally” was too simplistic; we should think and act locally and globally, depending on the situation and the demands of the historical moment.

Jim studied both the human and nonhuman inhabitants of the places where he lived so he could act responsibly there. As a farmer-gardener, he was especially attentive to the soil and creatures, both those that enhanced fertility and those that stole his produce (urban squirrels that ventured into his garden paid a high price). But he understood “place” to be the whole place, including the trash-strewn sidewalk in front of the puppet theatre where he volunteered so many hours. Usually the first person there in the morning (Jim kept farm hours most of his life), he did what he could to nurture whatever beauty could be created in the concrete.

But attending to our local places is only part of our obligation. Being a good steward of one’s own land doesn’t magically protect that land from the effects of global warming and rapid climate destabilization. And even if we could protect our individual places in the United States, we live in an economy that is based on the degradation of places all over the world to extract minerals and energy. We can’t, and shouldn’t try to, escape our global obligations to curb that exploitation.

Second, personal habits and social systems both matter. Jim believed in personal responsibility but had no illusions that individual changes in behavior were adequate.

Jim took the slogan “reduce, reuse, recycle” more seriously than anyone I have ever known. Like many who grew up in a world of scarcity, he was relentlessly frugal to the end of his life, even when he had adequate savings and a pension to live more affluently. He made a conscious decision to travel less, limiting himself to one airplane trip and two long-distance car trips to see old friends each year. Jim believed that we reveal ourselves through our habits, and he cultivated habits of care and thrift, which he saw as an expression of respect for the world.

But Jim rejected the claim that one’s obligations could be met just by being frugal and living simply, and he never suggested that he was morally superior for resisting the consumer feeding frenzy all around him. Jim never stopped challenging the perverse values of the culture through political activity, recognizing that the problem is not how any particular individual behaves in capitalism but the system’s logic of endless growth and the mindless consumption that it generates.

Third, science and folk knowledge both matter. Jim valued modern science’s ability to expand our understanding of the world, but he believed that this understanding is complementary to, not at odds with, what ordinary people know about the world through experience.

Jim was a voracious reader of scientific work, ranging from technical work in fields in which he had some expertise to popular accounts in virtually every discipline. As a former academic psychologist interested in language acquisition who had once taught research methods and statistics, he had a deep respect for the scientific method and understood the need for the rigor that came with specialization. He also understood the need for sharp criticism of lazy thinking and sloppy research.

But Jim also understood the limits of science. As a self-taught ecologist, he understood that science could never identify, let alone understand, all of the complex connections and interactions in our bodies or in the world—which argues for considerable humility in rushing to “scientific” answers to all questions. He knew that traditional cultures acquired and passed along knowledge in nonscientific ways; he spoke lovingly of what he had learned from his grandmother in her garden, complex knowledge that was passed down in complex ways that engaged the mind, body, and emotions. He admired a former student’s advanced research on the human visual system in the lab (using skills acquired through years of formal study) but spoke just as respectfully of a childhood friend’s keen eye and sensitive touch in butchering the deer shot in the nearby woods (using skills acquired through years of watching as a child and then eventually doing himself).

Jim’s ecological worldview led him to the recognition that like every other organism on the planet, human beings live within limits—the limits of the organism and of the systems in which an organism is embedded. Contemporary society is based on a collective denial of limits, but this is not entirely our “fault,” in the sense that the evolutionary advantage we gained through our big brain has led us into a dangerous trap. Like other carbon-based creatures, we evolved to pursue energy-rich carbon, which we have gotten very good at doing. But because of our cognitive capacities, we can see that we are in danger of destroying our own habitats and should, theoretically, be able to impose limits on ourselves to avoid the unpleasant consequences of exhausting so much of the available carbon.

Unfortunately, the delusion that we can avoid these limits indefinitely is made possible by the reigning fundamentalist faith of our day, technological fundamentalism—the belief that the increasing use of ever more sophisticated high-energy advanced technology can solve any problem, including the problems caused by the unintended consequences of earlier technologies. Earlier than anyone I knew, Jim had come to understand that this fundamentalism—seeing computer chips and complex machines as our saviors—was far more dangerous than even the craziest claims about saviors in the sky.

We are the first species in the history of the planet that is going to have to will itself to practice restraint across the board, especially in our use of energy. Ironically, this means we have to continue to see ourselves as unique among the world’s species, since no other species has to face this problem. But to pull it off, we have to flip the lesson that the culture typically draws about this unique facet of being human: Instead of our special status granting us the right to dominate, we have to see that status as imposing the obligation to share in the Creation, consciously.

As individual humans, we must reject the spoils of domination. As a species, we must do the same. Hierarchy is inconsistent with justice and sustainability. The human dream of domination is inconsistent with life, and the data that demonstrates that is piling up at a rapid rate.
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The 1962 publication of Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring,1 the landmark book on the dangers of pesticides, marks the beginning of the modern environmental movement. Jim Koplin said he remembered reading the serialized articles in the New Yorker magazine and recognizing the importance of Carson’s warnings, “but the implications hadn’t totally registered.” Those implications—that the problem concerned more than a few dangerous chemicals, and that meaningful solutions require a rethinking of the human relationship to the rest of the world—still have not been acknowledged in the United States.

The first “environmental” event I vaguely remember—probably my first recognition that the people running the world were negligent stewards of the planet’s land and water—was when oil-soaked debris on the Cuyahoga River in Cleveland, Ohio, caught fire in 1969, when I was about to turn eleven years old. In 1969, people talked in terms of environmental problems. Rivers like the Cuyahoga, polluted by decades of industrial waste, posed environmental problems. The solution was to clean them up, and the Clean Water Act was passed in 1972. Smog in Los Angeles was an environmental problem that could be addressed through the Clean Air Act, passed in 1963 and amended several times. Acid rain was an environmental problem, and the U.S. government responded with 1990 amendments to the act.

I came of age in a world that approached the environment like it was any other political question: Identify the problem, craft public policy to solve the problem, implement and monitor the policy, prosecute the violators. That’s hard work, especially given the impediments routinely thrown in the way by the lawyers and lobbyists hired by polluting industries, but it was work that people knew how to do.

Jim finished out his life, as will I, in a world defined by “multiple, cascading ecological crises.” That was Jim’s phrase, which I adopted immediately when I heard him say it two decades ago. We are not facing discrete environmental problems that have discrete solutions. We are facing multiple crises on all fronts, which interact in ways that we cannot fully understand, cascading in ways that we cannot predict. These crises require us to abandon the notion of crafting solutions to separate problems and rethink the way we understand the human presence on the planet. We need to think ecologically, about how human systems interact with the nonhuman world. We have to stop talking about the relationship of humans to nature, as if we were separate from, and not subject to, the biophysical limits of the world. We need to start understanding ourselves as part of nature. To talk meaningfully about a future for decent human communities, we have to adopt an ecological worldview that recognizes human creativity is beneficial only when it is subordinated to the infinitely more complex creative processes in the larger living world, which are beyond our complete understanding and in which we should be careful about intervening.

There are many places readers can go for detailed accounts of the ecological crises we face.2 My goal in this chapter is not to summarize the data and analyses in an attempt to persuade people that these crises are real. I assume that anyone who is not alarmed after encountering even the most basic information about the health of the ecosphere is in a state of denial, and attempts to offer additional evidence are almost always wasted effort.

Like all of us, I have lots of experience with denial, personal and political. I can’t remember a case where data alone—no matter how overwhelming a case the data clearly made—cracked my denial in an instant. There is no guarantee that people will accept painful realities, and when we do, we usually are pushed into it through not only cognitive but also emotional processes. Evidence certainly plays a role, but I can see that my own resistance to facing these realities in the past had little to do with an intellectual process. Long before I had accepted that we are living in a time of multiple cascading crises, I knew the “facts.” But facts don’t automatically lead to knowledge, and knowledge alone doesn’t lead to action.

Standard activist thinking suggests that I should frame a presentation of these facts in a way that will appeal to people who don’t agree with me, or else I am doing nothing but “preaching to the choir.” But that advice potentially makes sense only if there is a choir. Is there an organized and substantial group that is singing from the same hymnal, with an understanding of our situation based on basic principles broadly shared, willing to face realities no matter how painful? In my experience, too many people will accept the facts about the unfolding ecological collapse and then offer the befuddled conclusion that somehow “everything will work out,” as if the facts they just acknowledged somehow don’t matter.

Before we can go beyond the choir, there has to be one. And once there is a choir, the process of honing our shared analyses together never ends, nor does the need to bolster each other in our commitment. How others outside the choir will react is never certain, but we improve our chances of increasing the number of choir members by speaking authentically about what we know and what we believe, offering not just facts but a new way of understanding our place in a world in crisis.

Here are the basics: Humans have disrupted planetary forces in ways we cannot control and do not fully understand, and if we remain on our current trajectory there likely will come a point—not in some future millennium but possibly in this century—when the ecosphere will not be able to sustain large-scale human life as we know it. We cannot predict the specific times and places where dramatic breakdowns will occur, but we can know that the living system on which we depend is breaking down. When people ask James Howard Kunstler about the time frame for the “long emergency” (his phrase for our moment in history), he tells them that “we’ve entered the zone.”3 As Bill McKibben puts it, “The world hasn’t ended, but the world as we know it has—even if we don’t quite know it yet.”4

Global warming and rapid climate destabilization are the most dramatic threats, but scientists these days are talking about tipping points5 and planetary boundaries,6 about how human activity is pushing the planet beyond its limits on multiple fronts. One group of scientists warns that humans likely are forcing a planetary-scale critical transition “with the potential to transform Earth rapidly and irreversibly into a state unknown in human experience.”7 That means that “the biological resources we take for granted at present may be subject to rapid and unpredictable transformations within a few human generations.” That means that we’re in trouble, as those scientists recognize in their recommendations:

[A]verting a planetary-scale critical transition demands global cooperation to stem current global-scale anthropogenic forcings. This will require reducing world population growth and per-capita resource use; rapidly increasing the proportion of the world’s energy budget that is supplied by sources other than fossil fuels while also becoming more efficient in using fossil fuels when they provide the only option; increasing the efficiency of existing means of food production and distribution instead of converting new areas or relying on wild species to feed people; and enhancing efforts to manage as reservoirs of biodiversity and ecosystem services, both in the terrestrial and marine realms, the parts of Earth’s surface that are not already dominated by humans.

McKibben, the first popular writer to alert the world to the threat of climate change, argues that humans have so dramatically changed the planet’s ecosystems that we should rename the Earth, call it Eaarth:

The planet on which our civilization evolved no longer exists. The stability that produced that civilization has vanished; epic changes have begun. We may, with commitment and luck, yet be able to maintain a planet that will sustain some kind of civilization, but it won’t be the same planet, and hence it won’t be the same civilization. The earth that we knew—the only earth that we ever knew—is gone.8

Massive changes in how we live are required, what many are realizing will be a different kind of civilization, if civilization is to be a meaningful term. No matter where any one of us sits in the social and economic hierarchies, there is no escape from the dislocations that will come with such changes. Money and power might insulate some from the most wrenching consequences of these shifts, but there is ultimately nowhere to hide. We do not live in stable societies and no longer live on a stable planet. We may feel safe and secure in specific places at specific times, but it’s hard to believe in any long-term collective safety and security.

These warnings are not new. The 1987 report of the World Commission on Environment and Development, known as the Brundtland Commission, urged the world to set a goal of “sustainable development,” which it defined as development that “seeks to meet the needs and aspirations of the present without compromising the ability to meet those of the future.”9 Most of the world didn’t listen. In 1992, about 1,700 of the world’s leading scientists issued a warning that began:

Human beings and the natural world are on a collision course. Human activities inflict harsh and often irreversible damage on the environment and on critical resources. If not checked, many of our current practices put at serious risk the future that we wish for human society and the plant and animal kingdoms, and may so alter the living world that it will be unable to sustain life in the manner that we know. Fundamental changes are urgent if we are to avoid the collision our present course will bring about.10

More than two decades later, warnings continue to be ignored. What are the likely consequences? Pick a metaphor: Are we a car running out of gas? A train about to derail? A raft going over the waterfall? Whatever the choice, it’s not a pretty picture. Again, this kind of realization is not confined to “radical environmentalists” or “leftist revolutionaries.” Consider the judgment of James Wolfensohn near the end of his term as president of the World Bank:

It is time to take a cold, hard look at the future. Our planet is not balanced. Too few control too much, and many have too little to hope for. Too much turmoil, too many wars, too much suffering. The demographics of the future speak to a growing imbalance of people, resources, and the environment. If we act together now, we can change the world for the better. If we do not, we shall leave greater and more intractable problems for our children.11

If I were forming a choir to sing about the multiple, cascading ecological crises, I would take its name from the 1970s pop R&B band Earth, Wind & Fire, one way to organize key questions about our struggle to create a sustainable human system, ways of living that would not create more “intractable problems” than we already face.

Earth

I was born and raised in a rural state with an economy that historically has been dependent on agriculture, but I knew virtually nothing about the hard work of farming—nor did I understand the way farming creates ecological crises—until I met Jim Koplin. At that time, like most people who labeled themselves as an environmentalist, I thought in terms of pollution in human communities and the need for wilderness preservation. Farming was, well, just something farmers did, not an ecological question. One of the most important contributions Jim made to my education was exposing me to a critique of the increasing industrialization of agriculture, which led me to recognize that there is no solution to environmental problems without facing the problem of agriculture.

That phrase—the problem of agriculture, instead of problems in agriculture—is taken from Wes Jackson, who points out that our species’ fundamental break with nature came roughly ten thousand years ago when we started farming. While gathering-hunting humans were capable of damaging a local ecosystem in limited ways, the shift to agriculture and the domestication of animals meant humans for the first time could dramatically alter ecosystems, typically with negative consequences. While there have been better and worse farming practices in history, soil erosion has been a consistent feature of agriculture,12 making agriculture the first step in the entrenchment of an unsustainable human economy based on extraction.

Agriculture’s destructive capacity was ramped up by the industrial revolution that began in the last half of the eighteenth century in Great Britain, which intensified the magnitude of the human assault on ecosystems. This revolution unleashed the concentrated energy of coal (and eventually oil and natural gas) to run the new steam engines and power the machines in textile manufacturing that dramatically increased productivity. That energy eventually transformed all manufacturing, transportation, and communication, not only creating new ways of making, moving, and communicating, but also radically changing social relations. People were pushed off the land and into cities that grew rapidly, often without planning. World population soared from about 1 billion in 1800 to the current 7 billion, which was made possible by the application of those industrial processes to agriculture. Vaclav Smil estimates that 45 percent of the world’s population—more than 3 billion people—would not be here without the Haber-Bosch process, which in the early twentieth century made possible the industrial production (using large amounts of natural gas) of ammonia-based fertilizers from atmospheric nitrogen, which greatly expanded food production.13

We are trained to think that new technologies mean progress, but the “advances” in oil/gas-based industrial agriculture have accelerated ecological destruction. Soil from large monoculture fields drenched in petrochemicals not only continues to erode but also threatens groundwater supplies and creates dead zones in bodies of water such as the Gulf of Mexico. In addition to the loss of vital topsoil, modern farming is a primary contributor to reductions in biodiversity and declines in ecosystem health.14

The fact that agriculture is failing takes many by surprise, given the dramatic increase in yields made possible by that industrialization of farming and the use of those fossil-fuel based fertilizers, herbicides, and pesticides. But this is what Jackson has called “the failure of success”: Production remains high while the health of the soil continues to decline dramatically, and so short-term success masks the long-term unsustainability of the system.15 We have less soil that is more degraded, and there are no technological substitutes for healthy soil; we are exhausting and contaminating groundwater; and contemporary agriculture is dependent on a finite fuel source.

More and more people recognize these problems, which has meant more produce coming from home gardening, urban farms, and community-supported agriculture. But Jackson points out that about 70 percent of the world’s calories come from annual grains that take up about 70 percent of the world’s cultivated land. That’s why The Land Institute’s research into “natural systems agriculture” investigates ways that monoculture annual grains (primarily wheat, rice, and corn) can be replaced by perennial grains grown in polycultures (mixtures of plants that don’t require new planting every season)—farming that mimics nature instead of trying to subdue it. Jackson points out that when left alone, a natural ecosystem such as a prairie recycles materials, sponsors its own fertility, runs on contemporary sunlight, and tends toward biodiversity. Natural systems agriculture attempts to produce food while adding to ecological capital rather than degrading it, one of many projects under the banner of agroecology.

The industrial economy treats the world as either a mine from which we extract what we need or a landfill into which we dump our waste. While there’s no telling whether perennial polycultures are going to be the key to sustainable agriculture, it’s clear that intensifying the industrialization of agriculture is a losing bet. The modern worldview ignores the fact that everything that supports life on the planet operates in cycles. Jackson offers a powerful image of what has gone wrong: The best symbol for nature is a circle; agriculture is a human attempt to square the circle; industrial agriculture flattens the circle into a straight line on the model of a factory’s mass production.16

Wind

The state of the land is affected, of course, by what is happening above, in the climate system, and the news there is even more disturbing.

In the last few years of his life, Jim and I talked about how common it was to hear people discuss “global warming” without seeming to understand the basic physics, which is worth a quick review. Life on Earth depends on energy from the sun. That heat warms the surface of the planet, and some of it goes back into the atmosphere. Certain gases, especially carbon dioxide, trap that heat, creating the greenhouse effect. There is an overwhelming scientific consensus that human activity, most notably the burning of fossil fuels, has accelerated global warming, a continuing rise in the average temperature of our climate system above what would be happening absent human activity.

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), created under the United Nations, is considered the authoritative source for that consensus on global warming and is typically cautious in its public presentations. The IPCC’s Fifth Assessment Report17 concluded that warming of the climate system is unequivocal and unprecedented in human experience; that human activity is the clear cause; that substantial and sustained reductions of greenhouse gases are necessary to avoid catastrophe; and that even with such reductions, some effects of climate change can’t be reversed and will be felt for centuries.

Even more disconcerting is the widespread lack of awareness of the scope of consequences of this warming, which are worth summarizing. The effects of this level of global climate destabilization include the accelerated melting of Artic sea ice, and Greenland and Antarctica ice sheets; increase in sea levels that will threaten coastal areas; accelerating acidification of the ocean; and amplified threats, with less predictability, from wildfires, floods, droughts, and heat waves. All this will have wide-ranging, and generally negative, effects directly on human health and on agriculture, as well as on other species, including an increase in the extinction of species and the unpredictable consequences of a dramatic reduction in planetary biodiversity.18

People also are often unaware of how collective action to deal with this climate crisis has lagged behind even the minimal steps necessary to avoid catastrophic consequences, which is not difficult to understand given the complications of constructing, securing agreement for, and then implementing and monitoring a plan with the governments of so many countries. Harder to excuse is the level of denial in the U.S. public about the science itself.

As the evidence for human-caused climate disruption has become more compelling, there has been no consistent increase in public awareness. Gallup polls have measured public concern about global warming since 1989, and the percentage of Americans expressing “a great deal of worry” has tracked with major global warming news (spikes in concern when an ecological catastrophe is in the news) but doesn’t reflect the steadily solidifying scientific consensus. The highest levels of worry occurred in April 2000 (40 percent) and March 2007 (41 percent) with the lowest points in October 1997 (24 percent), March 2004 (26 percent), and March 2011 (25 percent). The 2014 level of 34 percent worry is about the same as 1989.19

Why would people who, in most every other aspect of life accept without question the results of peer-reviewed science, reject or question the overwhelming consensus of climate scientists in this case? One reason is the way in which the issue has been politicized, with the Gallup polls showing the most entrenched climate-change denial to be found among conservatives; distrust of the science is now seen by many to be an important marker of conservative identity. Naomi Klein points out that many of those on the political right see climate change as merely a cover for an attack on capitalism.20 Others have theological reasons for ignoring the crisis, believing that whatever is happening is part of the plan of an omniscient God. For others perhaps it is simply easier to disbelieve than to face the implications, which is made easier by the well-funded media campaigns to create doubt.21

Whatever the source of an individual’s climate-change denial, the question is how those of us who aren’t experts can engage in constructive dialogue with deniers. The first question I ask when talking to an audience or class about this issue is how many trained climate scientists there are in the room. The answer is usually none, which definitely includes me—I do not conduct original research on climate, nor am I competent to evaluate the scientific literature on the subject. Like everyone else in the room I have to make a decision about how to understand the consensus on the issue that emerges from modern science’s peer-review process, in which scientists submit their results to competent peers and over time build a consensus on how to understand the world.

That process does not produce a perfect understanding of the world, evidenced by the simple fact that scientists constantly modify theories and adapt their understanding as evidence changes. There is much debate about how this process actually works in practice,22 and careerism and economic pressures connected to research funding can skew the results. But for a layperson, the key question is: On what basis would you challenge the overwhelming consensus of peer-reviewed science? I have no way of making an independent judgment about the validity of scientific conclusions that go beyond high-school chemistry, biology, and physics, and yet I don’t hesitate to act on the basis of those conclusions because my experience indicates to me that science does a reasonably good job of describing certain aspects of the world. When I turn on my computer—which is the product of a lot of science that I don’t have the expertise to understand—I don’t wonder whether the underlying conclusions of the scientists who conducted the research are correct.

The only other issue on which there is a significant challenge to the overwhelming consensus of peer-reviewed science is, of course, evolution, where the objection is clearly ideological. Most people who reject Darwinian evolution by natural selection do so out of religious convictions that, whatever one thinks of those beliefs, are outside the realm of science. It’s reasonable to assume that since most climate-change deniers lack the scientific basis for their assertions, they are likely also motivated by ideology.

Nothing in that analysis requires one to accept the recommendations of scientists on moral and political questions. Trusting scientists on scientific questions does not imply we should cede to them our ability to make independent judgments about what should be done in response to scientific conclusions. On questions of public policy, we are not bound to agree with scientists, who in my experience have no special status in questions about human values; accepting the power of the scientific method does not mean abandoning our role as human beings and citizens.

Fire

To me, the essence of my home state of North Dakota is hard red spring wheat. Although I didn’t grow up on a farm, during my high school years I got in the non-teenagerly habit of waking up early, somewhere around 6 a.m., which left me with me lots of time on my hands before school. So, I became a regular viewer of the CBS Morning News (anchored by the craggy-faced and gravel-voiced Hughes Rudd, the kind of guy who would never make it in TV today), and the local segment of the show always included the previous day’s closing prices from the Minneapolis grain exchange. For some reason, the one crop name I remember from the announcer’s monotone reading of prices is that variety of wheat. Whatever the ecologically destructive patterns in modern agriculture, I still feel proud of all my state’s hard red spring wheat (not to brag, but North Dakota leads the nation in production of this variety, which is one of the best for baking bread).

But over the past few years that home-state image of waves of grain, amber or red, has been replaced by the eerie photographs from a western North Dakota landscape that is starting to resemble a moonscape, where the oil industry’s hydraulic fracturing is destroying land and people. I know it is not entirely rational, since I never lived in that part of the state and rarely visit, but when I talk about this I always have to hold back tears; there is something viscerally horrifying about seeing any part of the earth destroyed for the sake of a temporary bump in oil production, especially what one considers home.

“Temporary” is the key term. Although many are celebrating how new technologies such as hydrofracturing are opening up new oil and gas reserves to make us more “energy independent,” we are merely increasing the rate of depletion of a finite resource. We live in an oil-based world that is rapidly depleting the cheap and easily accessible oil, which leads to what one leading analysis calls an inescapable conclusion: “[T]he major oil finds of the postwar era—those mammoth discoveries whose prolific output sustained rising global energy needs for nearly half a century—are no longer capable of satisfying the world’s requirements.”23

Rather than come to terms with this, political and economic leaders are selling the line—and perhaps believing it themselves—that new extraction methods have solved our problem24 with the routine use of more dangerous and destructive technologies—hydrofracturing, deep-water drilling for oil, mountain-top removal for coal, and the truly monstrous tar sands extraction, the horror of which Naomi Klein captured in a phrase: “The earth, skinned alive.”25

So, (1) fossil-fuel extraction increasingly requires taking long-term risks with the land and water to obtain a short-term extension of the availability of that dense energy source; and (2) the extraction and burning all this coal, oil, and natural gas accelerates an already dangerous destabilization of the climate system. Those two facts lead many people to conclude that we must dramatically limit our use of fossil fuels, which is leading some to talk about a “new abolitionism”—the idea that if energy companies exploit all the fossil-fuel reserves that they have on their books we risk the future of the planet. Just as the only solution to the moral unacceptability of slavery was for slave owners to relinquish their right to control their human “property,” the only solution to global climate destabilization is for companies to relinquish the right to control those fossil energy reserves. As one writer puts it, “to preserve a roughly habitable planet, we somehow need to convince or coerce the world’s most profitable corporations and the nations that partner with them to walk away from $20 trillion of wealth.”26

The “new math” behind this abolitionist argument works like this: Human civilization cannot survive in any recognizable form with a temperature increase this century of more than 2 degrees Celsius, which means humans can release no more than 565 gigatons of carbon into the atmosphere by mid-century, but there are 2,795 gigatons of carbon in the proven fossil-fuel reserves of energy companies. The “terrifying” part, as Bill McKibben points out, is that the proven extractable fossil fuel in the ground—which are assets on the books of these companies, part of what determines their share price—has almost five times more carbon than we can safely burn.27

In the face of these realities, it would seem that laws to keep these fossil fuels in the ground are the key political objective, but in fact it’s a secondary task. The central problem is not really fossil fuels, but rather the ways of living that fossil fuels support. If we want to talk meaningfully about kicking out “addiction” to oil, we have to be willing to live in a world that isn’t built on the assumption of limitless supplies of energy, which means a world very different than the one we live in. Before people can be expected to support laws to control the energy companies, they have to be willing to accept living in a low-energy world.

Dreams of replacing the concentrated energy of fossil fuels with alternative sources are just that, dreams.28 There’s nothing wrong with sensible research on, and production of, renewable energy, but there are physical limits on what those sources can produce. Whatever energy might eventually come from them, “we must be prepared to live differently. We are not going to run the familiar infrastructures of modernity on any combination of wind, solar, et cetera” because “our vaunted ingenuity has not produced a revolutionary energy resource to replace the cheap fossil fuel that modernity absolutely requires in colossal amounts.”29

We not only face a huge reconfiguration of the infrastructure that undergirds our lives, but also a recognition that we lack many of the necessary skills to live in such a world. As Wes Jackson has observed, high energy tends to destroy information, both biological and cultural.30 For example, energy-intensive farming has led to fewer crop varieties and the elimination of non-crop species, reducing the amount of biological information in the world. But just as dangerous is the loss of knowledge about how to accomplish a variety of daily tasks that have become non-essential for most of us in a high-energy world. Jackson has used the example of one of his grandmothers, who was especially skilled at scraping the intestines of a hog to get at the best lard for baking without breaking the intestine, which could then be used as sausage casing. What happens to that skill when inexpensive cans of lard are waiting on grocery store shelves, while few people are making their own sausage and those who are can buy artificial casings?

Jim Koplin retained many of those skills he acquired in the low-energy world into which he was born, knowledge about ways of working in a garden and preserving food that he didn’t learn in a classroom but absorbed from elders over time. Although he had lived in cities his whole adult life, Jim still knew how to kill a chicken. That skill came in handy on one of his regular visits to his longtime friends Diane and Dean Conners in Traverse City, Michigan. Jim had met them when he first returned to Minneapolis in the early 1980s and volunteered at the environmental advocacy group Northern Sun Alliance, forming a bond that endured after they moved, and twice a year he made the drive to Michigan to help them plant and harvest in their garden. During one of those visits, friends of Diane and Dean who had started raising chickens realized that they knew little about how to butcher the birds. Remembering that Jim had grown up on a farm, they asked if he might give them a lesson. Jim hadn’t sat down with a chicken and a hatchet in decades, but he said the subtle details of the task came back to him immediately, such as just how to hold the chicken’s head at the correct angle to make the cut quick and clean.

Many people concerned about living in a low-energy world who were not raised with these skills are embracing gardening, canning, raising backyard chickens—learning from books, workshops, You-Tube videos, and their elders. This resurgence of interest is encouraging, and Jim encouraged it in his friends, but he also believed that the best such efforts could do was create a saving remnant, a group of people who would carry certain values, traditions, and skills into an era that would not only be radically different from the way most of us live in the First World today, but different in ways we could not predict.

Jim used that term, “saving remnant,” more and more as he grew older. While he believed that social justice and ecological sustainability need not be at odds, that didn’t mean he thought we would make significant strides toward either goal in his lifetime, or even beyond. He had invested much of himself in movements for justice and sustainability, which have won occasional victories, but overall we have lost ground in our efforts to limit the concentration of wealth and the degradation of the living world.

Instead of growing bitter and cynical, Jim adjusted his goals. He continued to encourage me in the various projects I was undertaking, as he did with other friends, but increasingly he saw his own role as being part of that saving remnant. Perhaps the most important skill he modeled for us all was the ability to face the realities of a world in decline and yet find the joy still available to us in that world. That allowed Jim to write me a letter, as he did on November 27, 1997, in which he reflected on the ecological awareness that began thirty-five years earlier with Silent Spring, thoughts sparked by his reading of a biography of Rachel Carson.31 He highlighted two harsh quotes that Carson used in her book, one from Albert Schweitzer (“Man has lost the capacity to foresee and to forestall, he will end by destroying the world.”) and the other from E. B. White (“I am pessimistic about the human race because it is too ingenious for its own good. Our approach to nature is to beat it into submission. We would stand a better chance of survival if we accommodated ourselves to this planet and viewed it appreciatively instead of skeptically and dictatorially.”)

Then, without missing a beat, Jim described how his plans for a light dinner had gradually expanded during cooking that evening. “My modest dinner for one turned out to be substantial,” he reported. “Baked sweet potato, braised leeks, roast sharptail grouse [most likely shot by the hunter husband of a friend, from whom Jim happily accepted birds], a great salad improvised from shredded Chinese cabbage with some pecans, Amish blue cheese, and the usual dressing. I even did a glass of wine.”

No matter how grim the realities, Jim believed there is always work to be done. And he believed that to be of use, one must be adequately nourished, and that nourishment involved more than calories.









NATURE MYSTICNATURE MYSTIC

Although we live in a time when everyone is, or claims to be, environmentally conscious, Jim’s multifaceted embrace of the larger living world within a radical social/political/economic critique was distinctive, in intellectual and emotional terms. Jim was a smart guy, and he spent a lot of time reading science and politics, thinking about the connections, so that he could make clear arguments about a complex world. But there was another level to Jim’s eco-politics that set him apart, something I always had trouble putting my finger on until after Jim died and Sox Sperry used the phrase “nature mystic” to describe our friend.

Jim and I grew up in the same part of the country—I could drive from my hometown to his birthplace in under an hour—but we had grown up in very different worlds. I was born and raised in a small city, into a family that didn’t “do” nature. There were the occasional vacations to lake cabins and a driving tour through Glacier National Park one summer, but I had no meaningful connection to the larger living world. Growing up in farm country dotted with a few small towns, twenty-five years before I was born, Jim lived out a very different relationship to the world. He worked on the farm and around animals, and spent countless hours with his maternal grandmother in and around the garden. For recreation, there were no playgrounds or swimming pools but instead woods and lakes.

As an only child living in a household defined by anger and violence, Jim not only played in those woods with other kids but found solitary refuge there. From a young age, he made sense of the world by spending time away from people, by himself but part of a world that was alive all around him. I had no such space in my life; I had nowhere to escape to, no safe place where I could sort out the world. Instead of going deeper into the world, I retreated into my head, a kind of semi-dissociation that feels pretty much permanent. I have a body, and I know that body is part of a larger world, but I rarely get out of my own head. Jim’s body and mind were not so separate, nor was he separated from the larger world. Where my life is fragmented, Jim’s was of a whole.

There obviously are lots of emotional/psychological implications to this for me, including some fairly mundane ways it affects day-to-day life. For example, after Jim moved into his house in Minneapolis and started gardening on a serious scale, I would always offer to help with the daily chores when I came to visit. At first, he tried to find a way for me to be part of his morning routine in the garden and yard but quickly grew frustrated. “You are no good at this and, at your age, you aren’t going to get better,” he said, finally chasing me back into the house, where he suggested I read or work on my computer until he was finished. I was useful for hauling heavy things, my diligent dishwashing after dinner was appreciated, and he was happy to have me around in the winter to shovel snow. For anything that took a more embodied self-awareness, Jim said that I was more trouble to supervise than I was worth. I simply didn’t “get it,” and never was going to understand how to do certain tasks up to his standards.

Jim did get it, at a level that was not only intellectual and embodied, but at the same time unconventionally ethereal. I could root around in religious traditions to find the right term for how Jim moved through the world, but Jim had rejected organized religion and would be annoyed if I tried to shoehorn his experience into that terminology. Jim’s understanding of the world was both scientific and beyond science. He was both a materialist and a mystic. On the former:

I am really tired of all this “soul” chatter. It seems like a typical human-centered way to keep us from recognizing that we are part of nature like everything and not items of “special creation.” . . . In the organic world, mammal example: An X and a Y sex cell combine to form the single start of an organism that divides until it reaches the adult stage of 75 trillion cells, and then in fact continues to divide and replace as the organism ages. I would claim that everything contained in that X and Y is constructed from elements in the periodic table, nothing else. And then at the endgame all those cells after we die return to their place in the periodic table. No residues remain floating around in the ether or whatever. Consciousness is an emergent property of this process. There is no recipe for describing how it gets there or “where” precisely it is. Whatever it is, it is gone when the body dies and decays. So with that I must be the most radical of materialists? At this point I don’t have anything else to say. It’s a mystery and I’m fine living with that, and dying with that. And I have a sneaking suspicion that the world would be greatly improved if that were understood more generally. (email, 2009)

At the same time, Jim was always aware of the limits of human knowledge, and he was skeptical whenever anyone claimed that science had locked down answers to complex questions. One of his more speculative letters on this came after he had heard a game warden explain how ducks maintain genetic diversity in their population, which Jim described as “ingenious.” At the same time that he was reading the latest book on the human body by one of his favorite medical authors,1 which led him to speculate:

[B]oth creationism and scientific evolution are wrong. In the next 100 years both are going to give way to a new and different conceptualization of the origin and development of life on the planet. Creationism is obviously silly. But, no matter how vast geologic time surely is, no amount of time with mechanisms we understand would get us either a human body, or the species behavior of mallard ducks. There has got to be something lurking that has eluded us so far. (September 7, 1997)

He wasn’t renouncing evolutionary theory but merely suggesting there were deeper levels of understanding necessary.

Jim didn’t seek answers to what eluded him in the supernatural realm; I never heard him utter clichés such as, “My church is the woods.” What was in the woods was woods, and the task was not to find the supernatural aspects of the woods but to go deeper into the natural, wherever one might live. As an adult, Jim did not seek out wilderness, as if there were special meaning in places untouched by human construction. The idea of backpacking to get “back to nature” didn’t interest him; the whole idea seemed foreign, especially spending money on the specialized equipment that became a part of those endeavors. With childhood memories of easy access to a world relatively untouched by humans, he found the industry that had built up around camping and hiking to be annoying, just one more set of products for people to become obsessed about. He gardened and took walks around the lake at Powderhorn Park near his home, and on occasion would meet a friend at the Eloise Butler Wildflower Garden and Bird Sanctuary. He was in “nature” everywhere he went.

The one exceptional place in Jim’s life was Pipestone Lake. The family of one of Jim’s closest friends, Laurence LaFond, owns a small island that had once been home to a fish camp on this sprawling Ontario lake. Laurence’s parents had bought it in 1967, seeing the utility of a vacation spot big enough for a family with eleven children. It’s a summer place without electricity; heat comes from wood stoves, and the small propane tank is used only to power a cooking stove and refrigerator while people are on the island. The cabins are comfortable but rudimentary, and the waste disposal is handled with an outhouse. No electronic entertainment or cell phone service. The real luxury on the island is a wood-fired sauna.

Visiting Pipestone requires careful packing of enough food and supplies for the duration, a task that Jim typically took on. Once at the resort where the LaFond family docked its boat, the island is a two-hour ride on the water. Once there, a medical emergency is the only reason to leave before the visit’s end. This is a place to get away, off the grid, but it is not wilderness. There are plenty of chores on the island, not only cooking and cleaning but also the ongoing upkeep of the buildings and, every few years, the digging of a new outhouse.

The joy of the place for Jim was not in escaping from people but in sharing it with people he loved. Jim always went to the island with Laurence but also was there at various times with the LaFond parents, siblings, and other friends. Jim developed his own relationship to each of them, particularly the parents, but his main bond was with Laurence and with the island itself. It may well have been the place Jim felt most at peace, and leaving the island was always difficult. I typically called Jim on the day he was scheduled to get home, just to make sure he had arrived safely, but I wouldn’t try to have a serious conversation with him until he had a few days to adjust to being back in the city. As he wrote after his 1993 trip:

My body is back from Canada. The mind and heart are somewhere in transit. Reentry has been very difficult this year. I want to go over my sense of what is up, but not now. The feelings are still too raw. . . . I’ve lived in my body for a week, and I don’t want to give this up. This is one factor. I miss the physical place. I miss Laurence after a week being in such intense close quarters (physically and emotionally). Frankly, I’m a mess. Today was somewhat better. I expect the trend to continue. (July 2, 1993)

“Living in his body” didn’t mean shutting off his mind, of course, though what Jim experienced there was hard to put into words. As he was planning his 1997 trip, Jim explained: “Something profound happens to me on that island in Pipestone Lake. It stirs up something way down there that rarely gets touched. It is as far away from civilization as I ever get—and as close to loons.” (February 10, 1997)

The loons were major characters at Pipestone for Jim. Several times he mentioned a particular trip when he was by himself on the dock and a loon swam closer than usual, stopped and looked Jim in the eye. Jim told that story with deep feeling, and once told me that every time he told someone about it he would choke up. In that same letter, he wrote about his routine on their last day on the island:

As we are leaving, I always manage to wander off by myself to the swimming beach for a private meditation on departure. I recall  this last time a loon was floating just out from the shore and clearly paying attention to me. I would like to think it was the same one from the dock scene earlier on the other side of the island.

Jim always gave me the highlights of the Pipestone trips, but most of that focused on the people he was traveling with on a specific trip. Perhaps realizing my limited connection to the nonhuman life of the island on which he was so focused, he shared more about that experience with others. After Jim died, I learned that he had a tradition of writing to Sox while in the sauna at Pipestone, where he explored the meaning of the island for him. Rereading the “sauna letters,” Sox wrote:

I’d say that he was also a true nature mystic—that is, someone who was capable of going deep into self and the “universal energy” he refers to in ways that even Jim could not put words to. He often said, “No more words” in the sauna letters. Laurence seemed to remember and understand the deep internal place he saw Jim enter while at Pipestone that would cause him to put down the pen and just be in that place.

“Mystic” can get used in many ways. I’m guessing that Jim would have been skeptical of using the term to describe himself, in part because many people associate mysticism with something otherworldly, and for Jim the point was to ground oneself in the reality of this world. The “nature” in nature mystic takes care of that problem. But mysticism also sometimes comes with a belief in an all-encompassing way of understanding that reality, and Jim was not fond of grand systems that claimed to explain everything. Maybe the “nature” takes care of that, too, since anyone who truly understands the living world, of which we are but one small part, would never claim such explanatory power.

After Jim’s death, Diane and Dean Conners and I made the trip to Pipestone with Laurence, which helped me imagine Jim in that sauna pondering the world or on the dock watching the loons, much as my earlier trip with Jim to the land on which he grew up had made it easier for me to imagine him romping around in the woods and splashing in the lakes as a child. These were the two places Jim wanted his ashes scattered; half were carried by Sox and Laurence to Pipestone, and half went to the neighboring farm family he was close to when growing up.

But my image of Jim Koplin as Nature Mystic is as much about the care with which he walked in the less pristine parts of our world. I spent most of my time with Jim in the city, and my memories of him are tied more to his attention to the details of life all around him, and his grief at what was dying. On the Lake Street sidewalk, in front of the In the Heart of the Beast Theatre, were two big planters made of concrete and found materials, and Jim made a point for several years of trying to keep flowers alive in them:

I walked over to HOBT to check on the flowers planted in the concrete sculpture constructions. As with the last two nights, several of the marigolds had been pulled out and left lying on the sidewalk. I push them back in the dirt and watered, but there is likely no winning this one. A measure of the level of alienation at large in the culture. (July 18, 1993)

The sacred is everywhere, not just what has been touched by the ritual of the church and not just what is beautiful because it is untouched by human hands. Years later I found the philosophy behind Jim’s approach to this articulated with Wendell Berry’s typical clarity in his poem, “How to Be a Poet,” 2 and I called Jim immediately to read it to him. I choked up when I got to these lines:

There are no unsacred places;

there are only sacred places

and desecrated places.

A few years after that, I decided to read that poem to one of my big lecture classes at the University of Texas, mostly to offer my students—who so often grow up interacting with the world through screens and digital devices—a reminder of alternative ways to know the world:

Communicate slowly. Live

a three-dimensioned life;

stay away from screens.

Stay away from anything

that obscures the place it is in.

I smile when I read those lines to the students, thinking of how Jim would like my poking at them with the suggestion that they unplug now and then. But in front of the class, when I get to the phrase “sacred places,” I choke up all over again, feeling the grief that Jim felt over how much of the world is now desecrated. Jim had the capacity to feel the joy that can come through a connection with the larger living world, but the label “mystic” can’t be based only on life on the sunny side of the street. What made Jim truly mystical was his ability to live fully conscious of how, every day, a bit more of the sacred becomes desecrated.

Still, Jim’s awareness of how much had been lost didn’t stop him from appreciating what remained. After he died, among my favorite parts of his letters were the ones with lots of descriptions of landscape and weather, not because I notice those things but precisely because I don’t. During my last summer in Minneapolis, Jim was taking care of Diane and Dean’s place in Michigan while they were on vacation, and one of his letters started with:

No rain yet. But, I’m ready for it. I just finished pulling the quack out of the last major flower bed. Being dry, the roots are tough and I can pull up foot-long sections. After the rain, they will be tender and breakable. Everything is right for rain. There are some suspicious clouds gathering, wind direction is good, etc. Forecast says showers tomorrow and serious storms on Friday. I won’t believe that exactly, and will water the seedbeds when the sun fades a bit.

That was followed with the usual deliberations on political issues, but he ended the letter back on the ground:

The whip-poor-will season has started. They “sing” in the late evening and early morning. I saw a wild turkey on my drive back to a state park out of the end of the peninsula several days back. No ticks. Deerflies have appeared, one got me below the left ear yesterday. (June 3, 1992)

Jim knew I couldn’t identify quackgrass or the song of a whip-poor-will, but he knew that I knew how important these things were to him, and that I understood why paying attention mattered, even if in my day-to-day life I wasn’t going to develop those habits.

Others shared that deeper earth-based connection with Jim, and one way I continue to get to know Jim long after his death is hearing about parts of him that came out more around others. This email from one of his longtime gardening/farming comrades, John Edgerton, brought me one of those moments a year after Jim’s death:

I don’t know how Jim would think about me saying this, but I felt like he made many visitations this summer and fall under many guises—at least for me strong feelings of Jim arose inside me, including once the smell of him. In late summer, a young red-tailed hawk took up residence in the grove of trees near the Middle Earth garden. I had to laugh that when it was “keeeeering” late in the evening that it was Jim chuckling at my giving the long beds there such a name.

This fall a female praying mantis hovered above me and then landed on my shoulder during a very late walk at night through the fields, and all this with the sense of some energy that felt like Jim. I wish at times that Jim would take his human form in a dream and speak to me—but not yet.

A week or so ago, before the rain and snow, Amy and I covered the growing beds with straw—how some cycles do repeat themselves, as I remember doing this with Jim in the deep beds in Indiana. He made a strange remark then, “The giants can rest now.” I honestly don’t know for sure what he meant. I remember laughing about his remark and noting visually that the raised beds covered with straw looked as though a giant could be buried there. But sometimes Jim could throw out this sort of thing and not comment any further. I do know that growing season was so fertile for both of us. All the double-digging, adding compost and aged manure made dramatic changes in soil health.

I must say here that in the years passing the loss of Jim still leaves me grieving. But as I let go Jim seems to be more with me.
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As my friendship with Jim deepened in those early years, I was always searching for the right term to describe our relationship. The simple term “friend” didn’t seem to me to capture either the depth of our mutual feeling or his importance to my intellectual and political life. Jim was teaching me a lot, but he wasn’t my teacher. When I suggested he was my mentor, he spit that one right back at me, rejecting it as much too formal. Given his age, it was impossible at first not to wonder if Jim was a surrogate father, but our connection felt nothing like what I imagined a healthy relationship with a father might be. The closest thing I could come up with was the idealized category of a wise uncle, but Jim’s response was always the same: Why did I need to mark the importance of a friendship by giving it another name? Jim always disliked the phrase common in the gay and lesbian community—“Friends are the family we choose for ourselves”—which helped some people who came from hostile families create a trusted network to replace relatives. But for Jim, it was the relationship that mattered, not attempts to enhance its importance with the right label. “Friend” was perfectly fine. Jim took friendship seriously.

Jim and I did not ignore the differences in our ages and experience, which gave him a kind of authority that could have easily cowed me. We talked about the different places we were in our lives, but settling into our Friday morning Upper Crust coffee routine, there was no reason to be concerned. Jim and I were friends, good friends, becoming the best of friends, friends who stayed the best of friends even when one moved to a new town. “Friend” was good enough for me and Jim, until the point when friend wasn’t enough to contain our love, and then the label and our lives changed. Jim and Bob were to become a gay couple, which was complicated not only by the age gap between us but by the difference in our experience of being gay.

Gay Jim

When I met Jim Koplin he was openly gay, though neither his fashion sensibilities (work clothes from a thrift store) nor his mannerisms (decidedly not flamboyant) marked him, if one’s image of gay men came from advertising and television. So, I wasn’t surprised when after his death, a friend of Jim who knew him through family and not political connections asked me, somewhat hesitantly, “Was Jim really gay?” To this friend, Jim was just Jim, a guy who used to be married and then lived alone, but didn’t fit the stereotype of a gay man.

Jim was one of those men who knew he was gay as far back as he could remember, though he didn’t say to himself, “I am homosexual” until he went off to college. That was the 1950s, when there was no easily recognizable gay identity to take on, and Jim explained that his choice to “go straight” and get married was a very conscious one, though not without internal conflict:

At the same time I was connecting with Sally I was enormously attracted to a gay grad student. I almost took a different direction in those months. When we were in Nashville the man came to stay at our house. Sally went off to work in the lab one Saturday morning. He and I were home alone. I remember sitting at the end of the sofa-bed while he was waking up with only a sheet over him. His eyes pretty clearly said to me, “Jim, the choice is yours.” I went to the kitchen to make breakfast. (October 2, 1993)

Whether or not that was the right choice, Jim was always conscious of the fact that he was choosing. He remembered a similar moment in graduate school, coming home to find his male roommate in the tub:

I stood in the bathroom doorway and gossiped. When he got up out of the bathtub to dry off he had an erection. I knew this could have been motivated only by my presence, and the urge to touch him was incredible. I knew if I did that we would be in bed mixing it up sexually in a flash. I didn’t move or acknowledge what I saw. (December 21, 1993)

Although gay men of his era often led double lives, engaging in sex with men while remaining married, Jim was monogamous with Sally. But Jim saw the emotional complexity in this question of faithfulness. After that moment in the bathroom:

I do not remember for sure, but it is highly likely that I went back to Sally’s apartment and was sexual with her later in the evening, probably with more “passion” than was typical. These situations got to be so frequent at Hampshire [College]—where I was using Sally to work off sexual energy that was generated by men—that my sense of being immoral got so strong that I had to “come out” to her and clarify our situation. My commitment was that if I moved to claim a public gay identity, Sally would be the first to know. This is what happened. It was my deep affection for [a male student] that finally pushed me to realize that living in the closet was sadly limiting. The connection was not really about sex, since he and I never did sex. My feelings had a quality different from anything I could know with a woman—this quality is what had to be acknowledged. (December 21, 1993)

Jim told me that as he wrestled with coming out during his time at Hampshire, the one thing he was sure about was that Sally would be the first person to know. When that moment came, Jim said they were in bed talking, and he told her—nervously, but in a matter of fact tone—that he knew himself to be gay and could no longer hide that fact. Sally’s response, he told me, was to remark, “Well, that explains a lot,” suggest they talk about it the next day, and then roll over and go to sleep. They did talk about it, the next day and for the rest of their lives, always treating each other with kindness and respect, even when they disagreed. Later, when Jim moved to Fort Wayne after the divorce, Sally decided to follow him. Jim initially thought that was a bad idea and offered the typical “you need to move on with your life” advice, but Sally believed the two still had issues to resolve and stubbornly held her ground, as Sally was prone to do. Jim told me that he eventually saw she was right, and the two of them began shaping a new non-married friendship that would endure to her death.

Once he came out, Jim didn’t rush to date, and he never had much ongoing contact with men his own age. His male friends, straight and gay, tended to be younger, and Jim always said he had trouble finding men his age in the gay world who shared his radical left/feminist politics. When I would describe Jim to people I knew, some cynically commented that he just seemed to want to hang out with younger guys for the sexual turn-on. But Jim had none of the characteristics of a sexually manipulative person that I could see, and he never attempted to manipulate me.

Still, it was hard not to wonder, why did he gravitate to younger men? The most common explanation—a desire to always be in a position of greater authority—didn’t explain Jim, who never demanded to dominate. (People he worked with later in life used to always be surprised when they learned, usually from someone else, that Jim had a Ph.D. and had been a university professor; he usually described himself simply as “a retired teacher.”) Maybe he saw his own generation as being out of energy and ideas, and wanted not only to support younger men but to learn from us.

To this day, I don’t know how to answer the question, but with each year that passes without Jim the question is less relevant to me.

Gay Bob

Telling the backstory of my path to a new intimacy with Jim is not easy, given my non-memory. There are going to be some gaps in the story of my so-called gay life, which is part of my so-called life, big chunks of which are still in the black hole, not retrievable to me at the moment. I’m at a bit of a disadvantage here, so bear with me. When another friend told me he realized he was gay when he was five years old, I remember thinking that couldn’t possibly mean anything to me since I don’t remember anything about being five.

The first recollection I have of anything sexual is a very hazy memory from early grade school that involved pictures of topless women in a biker magazine, which a neighborhood boy had stashed under a leaf pile in his backyard. I vaguely remember being transfixed by the experience, though it’s not clear whether I was focused on the women’s breasts or the other boys. The next sexual stop in my memory comes from my junior-high years, around the age of thirteen. Weekend days in the winter usually involved skating at Clara Barton Elementary, the neighborhood school whose ball field in the winter also served as the outdoor rink (city Park Board workers turned on the fire hoses behind schools when the temperature dropped below freezing for the season, the much-anticipated annual “flooding the rinks”). I was one of the smallest boys in my class, but the disparities in athletic ability were not yet so large that I couldn’t keep up in a pickup hockey game, the preferred winter activity when I was growing up.

On one particular Saturday, a group of boys wrapped up the game in mid-afternoon and went across the street to the home of one of the skaters, whose parents were gone for the day. All I remember is that the furnace was blasting in the house and my feeling of being overheated intensified when the boys started some kind of harmless sex play, comparing the size of penises and daring each other to touch oneself or someone else. The details are hazy, and I have no idea what the other boys were feeling; all I remember is the sense of being captivated by the sight of other boys’ bodies in a sexual context.

This was Fargo, North Dakota, in the late 1960s and early ’70s, and the concept of “gay” wasn’t really part of the local conversation. I was late coming into puberty, late in understanding much of anything about sex, living in a small city that was late in realizing there was a sexual revolution going on elsewhere. Whatever I “was” sexually, there wasn’t a lot of space to discuss it openly under the best of circumstances, and my circumstances weren’t the best.

I went on my first date with a girl the summer after my freshman year of high school, and finally in my junior year secured a girlfriend, with whom I had a fairly nonsexual relationship that helped me delay all the relevant questions about my identity. Finally in my senior year, I started to behave in a way that met the minimal standards for a heterosexual male, which mostly meant going on dates and talking with other boys about the prospect of “getting some,” even though I would have had no earthly idea how to handle such a situation if it presented itself. In my senior year, after I had been on one date with a girl, a friend told me that she wanted to have sex with me, which was reason enough not to ask her out again.

By the time I had sex with my girlfriend in college, I was vaguely aware that I was also interested in men, though that desire was repressed enough that I could ignore it most of the time. (It wasn’t until years later that I realized I had been in love with my best male friend in college, one of the big “what if?” questions in my life.) I dated women while in my twenties, and was finally able to establish some kind of meaningful connection with a female partner, although I typically either chose unstable partners or sabotaged relationships with stable ones. Also in my twenties I had a couple of furtive sexual experiences with men, and the fact that those were pleasurable terrified me even more. When I married at the age of twenty-nine, I was so twisted up that I couldn’t be honest with myself, let alone my soon-to-be-wife, one of those failures for which it’s hard to forgive myself.

The combination of my deep denial about my sexual identity and our incompatibility on several other fronts doomed that marriage. The moment I finally had to accept that fact was not in a gay bar but in the library at the University of Delaware in Newark, where I was attending an academic conference in April 1994. I skipped the afternoon session on the last day of the conference to wander in the library, browsing in the HQs (for those who aren’t library nerds, that’s the feminist/gender section in the Library of Congress classification system). As I was flipping through books, I looked up and saw a handsome young man in shorts and a T-shirt at the end of the row, and I was immediately transfixed. No matter how confused I was, there was no mistaking my reaction to him for anything other than sexual desire. My body was literally tingling, but I was in control enough to realize how wildly unethical it would be for a married professor to hit on an undergraduate student who looked to be fifteen years younger, especially in the library stacks. So, I did the only sensible thing: I ran back to my hotel room and pretended nothing had just happened, which turned out to be difficult.

The next day, strapped into my seat for the flight back to Austin, I had almost convinced myself that my HQ moment had just been a run-of-the-mill case of sexual ambiguity. But just as we were taking off, I was flooded with thoughts about that college friend I had once loved but who had closed the door on that possibility, and I started to sob uncontrollably. Fortunately, the flight was only about half full and I was alone in one of the back rows, where I could be a mess without drawing the attention of anyone except the flight attendant. She left me alone until I pulled myself together enough to take the peanuts and a soda, but by the time we landed, I realized I couldn’t continue to pretend I was a regular straight guy.

The process of separating and eventually divorcing was painful, especially with a three-year-old son stuck in the middle. But through it all, no matter what the emotional turmoil, I could count on my friendship with Jim. As I started to maneuver through the world as a gay man, I found that—surprise!—coming out didn’t suddenly make relationships easier, reconcile all conflicting desires, or resolve my longstanding problems with my family. Added to the complexity was the fact that my radical feminist politics, which were not the norm in the gay male community, left me feeling like the odd man out in a new way. Luckily, Jim had been down that road and had sensible advice to offer. Looking back over his comforting letters from that period, four themes emerge:

It’s OK to be confused: Jim pointed out how susceptible we all are to the relatively simple conditioning that comes in the advertising that is designed to get us to buy stupid things we don’t really need. Just think of the power of an entire culture that engages in heterosexual conditioning at every level. “If you are in fact trying to shake that, is it any wonder that you waffle, experience confusion, experience anger, and all the rest!” (June 20, 1994)

This is going to hurt: Jim avoided sentimentality, believing it was typically a diversion from facing reality. When he did offer emotional reflections, they tended to be direct and honest. “Live the anger/pain/grief that’s around the corner as fully and up-front as you can. The value will show in a much more solid recovery in the months around the corner. You WILL make it, and there just may be a truly good life brewing.” (May 19, 1994)

Don’t reduce being gay to sex acts: Both straight and gay men can obsess about sex, but Jim lamented that so many gay men seemed to believe that relentless sexual performance, especially anal intercourse, was the only way to be gay. “There seems to be an assumption that to really be a gay man you have to be in hot pursuit of penises on a regular basis. This is not a test that heterosexual men are ever asked to pass to prove their status. No straight man has to produce a list of sexual activities to prove he is straight.” (February 15, 1995)

Being gay is also about one’s relationship to women: Jim was attracted to men, emotionally and physically, but many of his closest friends were women. “The clearest single feeling I have that identifies being gay is that I can be with women without any sense of sexual pressure. I feel NO need to facilitate/protect sexual access to women.” (June 6, 1994) That’s very different from gay men distancing themselves from women, which happens too often in a sexist culture.

Although it was a chaotic time full of divorce drama and lingering fears about the effects on my son, it seemed that I was gaining some clarity about myself. At an academic conference in Albuquerque in the spring of 1995, I got together for dinner with a gay friend from the university there, who invited a friend of his to join us, hoping that we would hit it off. We did, and the experience of mutual attraction with a man, out in the open, with time to talk, felt liberating. I felt gay, and feeling gay felt nice.
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Except for the ongoing low-grade stress around seeking tenure, and one short-lived but high-intensity dispute with some colleagues at the university (don’t get me started—seriously, don’t, because it involves the boring and trivial pursuits of academics), the next year and a half of life was fairly calm. Jim and I visited each other, and our friendship had room to grow with fewer restrictions than when I was coping with the stress of a failing marriage. Jim started to get to know my son when we would come through Minneapolis in the summer during my time with him, and I assumed life would proceed quietly like that for the foreseeable future.

Then things got confusing again, when a relationship with a female friend in Austin suddenly became sexually charged (or, more accurately, suddenly to me, since I was as obtuse as ever), and I felt like I’d been knocked back to the first square of the board game “What Is Jensen’s Sexual Orientation?” As always, I confided in Jim, who this time opened up a new conversation that would take us in an unexpected direction. Jim wrote to me that news of my relationship with my friend (I’ll call her “Sarah” here) convinced him “to say what I was about to say anyway. I am not sure exactly what is about to emerge, and I don’t know if it is going to be a complete surprise to you—or be along the lines that are already part of how you see the world,” Jim wrote to me in November 1996.

Of the thousands of pages of correspondence between me and Jim, these words are special to me, when I think of what it took for him to make himself vulnerable in this way, and how he remained both responsibly analytical and emotionally open at the same time:

There is nothing to do but forge ahead in the only blunt way I know how to be. It’s a little unnerving because I’m fairly certain our relationship will never be quite the same after this exchange. So be it, we’ve been through a lot together to date.

You, me, Sarah, all of us need touch in our lives, and this need will find its way out to behavior in one way or another. There is definitely not enough of this in my life.

My notion is that one part of what is going on with you is that you are acting with other people out of unresolved feelings between you and me. There are times when the urge to be physical in some way with you has been very strong, and I usually don’t have that reaction unless there is a reverberation in the other party. If this is not true for you and you are certain of this then what I have to say can pretty much be dropped right here.

But you should hear me out anyway, because we may both learn something from airing the subject. If this is true, I cannot just be the innocent bystander and pretend not to be involved in your picture. I need to take responsibility for my role.

If you are really to assess where you are with regard to sexuality you need to do the experiment that you are doing, so far exclusively with Sarah, with an “appropriate” male. If you cannot do this because I occupy too much of your emotional space (or whatever we want to call it)—then one choice is for me to distance myself a lot so that you are much freer to explore. I suspect you would discover some important things about yourself fairly quickly.

There is also the choice for us to explore some more physical ways of being part of each other’s life. I also know all the reasons why that should be ruled out—period. I am confused though, because in spite of all the rules I know, I have the real life case in my life of two people [a former student and his partner] who have been monogamously attached for something like a dozen years where the age difference is greater than ours, and they both seem very healthy.

That’s the main story. There are all kinds of ancillary factors that we would need to go over in a discussion. Maybe this should  only be in person beyond this letter? I don’t know. I’m going to continue for a spell.

I am worried that you may be misusing Sarah. I suspect that she has (or will soon have) a lot more invested in being attracted to you than you are toward her. And this can only hurt in the long run. (This is spite of how open the discussion may be between you). In any case, I fear that you are relying on a woman, in the typical way, to do a lot of the emotional work that you should be doing with a male comrade.

I’m sure I told you about the final realization that led me to resolve to tell Sally presto what was going on. I finally understood that I was getting my emotional energies satisfied from being with [a male student], but I was working off the residual sexual stuff on Sally’s body. Once this was clear, it became completely unacceptable and had to stop.

Jim then describes seeing the new British film Beautiful Thing, about two gay teenage boys learning to love each other, which he described as “kind of a ditzy movie” that he wasn’t recommending (I ignored that comment and rushed out to see it anyway). His letter continues:

I was deeply affected by some parts of it. There were a few tears running down my cheek driving home. I got in the house and collapsed in a good crying fit on the kitchen counter. I tried to sort that out. Mainly I was angry because I grew up in a world where I couldn’t express what I wanted to express with a fellow teen who wanted to do the same thing. This is a kind of robbery of an important part of growing up that you and I both have to live with. There was something else—and that was living in a world where I (particularly being the older male) had to be extremely cautious in expressing personal feelings toward you. These are the conditions of our world and we cannot change that.

There’s a scene in the movie where Ste (short for Steven) looks Jamie in the eye at close range and says, “Are you queer?” Jamie looks away, examining his thumbnails and then back at Ste and says in little more than a whisper, “I’m happy when I am with you.” I can see myself saying something like that to you. I am way beyond schlocky romantic love (I would never use “love” to describe my connection to you because of all the reasons we know why the construct is so corrupted). And I am happy with a lot of other people, but there is a peculiar “edge” to being happy with you, I do readily acknowledge.

I’ve felt for a while that we would eventually need to clear the air, but I wanted to wait as long as possible for you to find your own way, with a minimum of “pressure” from me. But waiting could go on forever, and the incident with the movie had pretty well told me it was time to begin a discussion—and what I saw happening with Sarah, and then your letter, convinced me that now is the time. I do hope you aren’t offended by the decision.

This can go on for a long time—enough already for you to ingest (and maybe throw up???)

I have to leave you with one of the questions that has haunted me for a while: Where is either of us going to find another man (of any age) who is quirky in the same ways we are mutually quirky?

I am at ease at this moment of writing, I wish the same for you in the reading.

And I do continue to sign off this way—it’s a convenient and quick shorthand, and maybe not entirely devoid of meaning: Love, Jim.

PS: Just reread some of your recent letters—one comment triggered by your statement that your “life has returned to normal after my visit.” How about—your life has returned to abnormal after my visit. It might be construed as normal when I am around.

I had no inclination to throw up, of course. By the time I finished the letter I was in a puddle of tears, feeling an incredible release of pent-up love that I hadn’t been able to name properly. Being able to use the word “love” in this new way gave some clarity to the intensity of the emotion I felt for Jim. Though it sounds a bit strange, one of my first thoughts was about a moment the previous year, when Jim had been visiting his friends Diane and Dean Conners in Michigan and wound up in the emergency room when his heart acted up—something more than routine shortness of breath but short of a heart attack. The doctors gave him a clean bill of health, unsure about what caused the fluttering, and Jim deemed it not important enough to call me, instead including the news in his next letter. I pulled that envelope out of my mailbox at work and tore it open to read as I walked back to my office. (I was so connected to Jim that I couldn’t wait to get back to my office to read his letters; the minute it was in my hand, I had to read it.) In my letter back to Jim, I described what happened next:

I was coming down the stairs and was reading your letter, and when I got to the first mention of “heart attack” I lost it. I panicked and ran back to my office (passing a confused colleague who didn’t know what to make of my distress) and locked the door and burst into tears. For a few minutes, I was lost in grief. I had read enough to know you were OK, but the image of you leaving this earth was overwhelming. I melted down for a few minutes. I don’t recall ever feeling anything like that. I am not making any grand statement based on this, but it is a fact that has meaning.

I loved Jim Koplin deeply, more than any person I had ever met up to then. Although I had told him often how important he was to me, I had never understood it as the kind of love one might feel for a partner.

Even though Jim’s letter clarified some things, I had no idea what to expect, given that this was such new territory for me—an open acknowledgement of love for a man and a self-aware conversation about the choice to be intimate. But I had no reason to fear Jim, and I felt strangely at peace. Still, as I read his letter, I knew there were potentially difficult decisions that I would have to make soon, at a time when I had so many unanswered questions about my past and my current emotional/sexual status. No doubt Jim was nervous, too, as he bore the added weight of being twenty-five years older and the concern that some would think that he was “going after” a younger man. Jim and I exchanged one set of letters, which dissipated most of the fear on either side, before I would get to Minneapolis in a few weeks for an already-scheduled visit over Thanksgiving weekend.

Two weeks after that first letter, before that visit, Jim wrote again, in his typically straightforward fashion, to try to deal with any lingering nervousness:

It’s best maybe for us to talk in person about us. I wanted to break open the subject, because it just seemed a shame not to be more open about it if in fact we were both sitting on urges to be more physical with each other—and no one was saying anything for fear of rejections, or whatever. I have those urges and if you don’t that is all there is to say. Period.

By “those urges” I don’t mean a panting restlessness that won’t be quiet until I get you naked in bed. (Teenage lust, as you put it.) In Audre Lorde’s terms, we have been erotic together for a long time, and just maybe we could both benefit by moving along the continuum a bit. I dunno. I might find it gross. You might find it gross. We both might. Or, any other combination.

I can talk about me. And then you need to talk about you. I’m pretty certain I can be “available” to you fully in any experiment that you might want to try.

I also know that I can say no and stop anything at any time—or stop anything at any time that you say no—and that our friendship would survive whatever path might develop (not that there wouldn’t be some confusion getting clear, of course). This is not the kind of terrain where we can be completely certain of much of anything.

I am somewhat uncomfortable because this puts a kind of burden on you that I don’t have—being older and clearer about who I am. And that may already be reason enough to cancel this whole exchange right here. Let me know if this choice seems best to you.

A proposal: That you respond and then we talk at the end of the month, and then we reach some intermediate conclusions. I don’t want this to be something that drags on and on pointlessly. There is much more content to our lives together.

A week after getting that letter, I was sitting at Jim’s kitchen table, and it seemed obvious that he and I should be together, a couple, partners, whatever the sensible term might be. That was the right call, but in retrospect I can see that I was naïve to think this would take care of all the messiness in my life. At the time, it was tempting to believe that partnering with Jim would settle my sexual orientation question (now I could know that I really was gay) and would help me clarify other relationships in my life (both with men who had expressed interest and women who didn’t really believe I was gay). Here was someone who lived in the same quirky groove I did, yet we were different enough in ways that could allow us to maintain clearly differentiated individual identities. Given the tensions between my ex-wife and myself, introducing my son to this new relationship with Jim would be tricky and would take time, but I was happy thinking about Jim and Luke developing a closer relationship over time. The living arrangements wouldn’t change in the short-term, which meant making a relationship work long-distance at first, but Jim and I had negotiated that as friends without a problem.

Jim didn’t hesitate to let me know that he was happy, though at the time I didn’t realize what a huge shift this was for him, that he was opening up a part of his life that he had assumed would remain closed. After he died, as I was assembling my boxes of correspondence at his house, in a file I found a copy of a letter he had sent a longtime friend:

Bob Jensen and I moved from being friends who love each other to being sexual partners. It was great for me, and for Bob by all reports. As [Bob] said, “Everything has changed and nothing has changed.” We have been close emotionally for a long time. So there weren’t any real surprises. I had (consciously or unconsciously) ruled out a whole set of possibilities—and here they all are back suddenly embodied in Bob’s new place in my day. (November 28, 1996)

What were the possibilities? Jim was open to them all, but things weren’t so clear for me. Even that first weekend of intimacy was marked by a recognition that this new phase of my relationship with Jim would be affected not just by what we said to each other but what I was unable to say about my past. This was apparent in our first letters after I had left Minneapolis, such as this from Jim:

Wonderful, warm and loving friend. I miss you today—more than usual for the obvious reasons. It’s not a debilitating pain, just a dull ache leavened by delightful memories/images floating through my mind and body now and again. My most profound hope is that the same is true for you.

I don’t really have anything to add to the reflecting we did yesterday. Maybe I would want to remind you to write to me about the worrisome shadows that pass over (if they should return) about intimacy with me (or anyone). Trying to put your experiences in words should be helpful for you, and it will surely help me to understand. (December 3, 1996)

I don’t recall the exact outline of those “worrisome shadows” at that point, but clearly the sexual interaction with Jim had not only freed me up to love in a new way but also stirred up ghosts. The next day I wrote:

I expected to want to write a lot about you and me and our new journey. But I find myself strangely mute. As I said before, everything has changed and nothing has changed. I feel more comfortable with all this than I would have imagined. I know it all needs time to settle in. But for now, things seem clear. (December 4, 1996)

Things didn’t stay clear, and my muteness would grow. The twenty-five years between us certainly were going to affect how our sexual relationship developed, but that was a minor question in relation to the deeper fears that this intimacy was sparking in me:

I don’t always know how to put this into words, and I fear it often sounds trite. But it comes down to this: when asked how I feel about something, the most honest answer I usually have is “I don’t feel.” I know that I do, that my mind and body react to all this stuff. But it feels so buried that, in practice, I usually have no access to it. (December 9, 1996)

Jim wrote to me, over and over, that he wanted to continue in intimacy with me, but that if for any reason I needed to take a break from that, he would not only accept that but stay as connected to me as ever, and I had no reason to doubt his ability to do that. He wrote:

I do understand how an unfettered heart leads to emotional rushes about things that haven’t been visited in a long time—though my childhood traumas seem to have been resolved in ways that yours have not. Especially if I touch you in ways that confuse you—please speak up instantly. (December 10, 1996)

Yet for all the cautionary footnotes, Jim clearly was working, in his head and heart, on the assumption/hope that our relationship would endure. In that same letter, he moved on to:

Which brings me to the matter of what we will settle down calling ourselves—not an urgent matter, but kind of fun to play with. “Boyfriends” is absolutely ruled out. “Lovers” I used once in talking to a friend, and it sat very badly on my tongue. “Sexual partners” sounds too clinical, though it is acceptable.

Here is what I have been thinking about the past couple of days: My Other Heart. This is motivated by two things at least. One is that I do get great pleasure from putting my ear to your chest and listening to your heart beat. The other is from a play written by Martha Boesing—“My Other Heart.” [The story of two women in fifteenth-century Spain, a native woman in slavery, given as a gift by a husband to his wife, whose family “converted” to Christianity from Judaism to avoid persecution.] The two women bonded recognizing the oppression in both their lives—and referred to each other as “my other heart.” (December 10, 1996)

And, a few days later from Jim:

I am still amazed, and I can’t quite get over the surprise at how un-shy and un-awkward it felt when you stripped off your clothes next to me and I did the same and we got next to each other naked on the futon. Very unlike anything I had experienced. Maybe it’s just as you said: Once it was clear the decision was made to get past the barrier to touch, everything that followed was clear. And in the full context of our life together (I think of the correspondence over eight years that, in one pile, would total between 4 and 5 feet) including touch wasn’t that big a deal. (December 13, 1996)

But it was, of course, a big deal, one that was bigger than it turned out I could handle. I spent part of the Christmas break with Jim, and things were in the same joyful space we established at Thanksgiving. But after that, I found it more and more difficult to be intimate, both in person and through correspondence and on the phone. I had pretended that I could leapfrog over the difficult internal work of confronting my own past and somehow land in domestic bliss with Jim, but no matter how hard I tried to will that into reality in my head, my body would not cooperate, and my heart ping-ponged around in confusion. By the end of Jim’s March 1997 visit to Austin, it was clear I was not going to be able to maintain a sexual connection with him. I remember lying with him on the futon in my one-bedroom apartment, realizing that if I tried to remain sexual with Jim only because it was what he wanted, I would start to shut down emotionally. The only way I could have survived sexually would have been to pull a very old disappearing trick—present in body but far away psychologically, some part of me hiding out elsewhere. I knew Jim would not want that for me, and I knew that I had to tell him what was happening. Lying on that futon, the best I could manage was something along the lines of, “I don’t think I can do this anymore.”

True to his word, Jim was willing to accept that this door to intimacy that had been flung open was going to close without much warning. I don’t know how painful this was for him, because he shielded me from it, sensing that I was at an incredibly vulnerable point. When he got back to Minneapolis, he immediately dropped in the mail a postcard that was perhaps the purest expression of his love for me, not just in what he said but in what he didn’t press:

I had only one thought on the routine flight to Minneapolis (between naps): I am totally grateful to the “chance and circumstance” that brought you to the third floor of the Roberts Shoe Building at 6:15 a.m. many years back. I persist in believing that our relationship is one of the most unique and one of the most important (if not the most unique and important) in each of our lives to date. You bring a grounding and a joy to my days that I appreciate at many levels. Put aside all notions that I will make the unilateral choice to move away from you. These sentences are several ways of saying I love you. (March 14, 1997)

When I suggested that Jim had changed my life more than I had changed his, he reminded me that nothing is so simple:

Well, yes, in some ways my life has not changed as dramatically as a result of our connection (as yours has). But, don’t underestimate the power of this change: That before we openly declared our mutual affection, I had ruled out the possibility of ever being in a relationship with a man that included intimacy and sex. To take this new path has been major, and wonderful. Then there is the fact that this is the first serious emotional attachment either of us has had to a gay man who can reciprocate fully. This is a kind of commonality that tends to dwarf all differences in my view. (March 19, 1997)

It is only now, after Jim is gone, that I can fully appreciate what he did for me in that moment. Jim had loved three people in his life in an intimate way: a friend from his youth, Sally, and me. He was self-aware and knew that at the age of sixty-four that it was unlikely that another sexual connection would open up in his life (and, it turned out, he was right about that). Maybe it would have been better if I had never opened that door with him, saving both of us considerable heartache. If I were discussing this with Jim across his kitchen table today, I think we would have come to the same conclusion: To have never talked about it would have been to accept a gap between us that would have been increasingly untenable; once we talked about it, some kind of sexual connection would have been difficult to stop; and once that sexual connection began, we had to accept the reality imposed by our individual histories. What’s done is done, and it was done honestly and with integrity. What matters is what comes next.

What came next for me and Jim was not about going back to the way we were, but moving forward, with sexual intimacy no longer a part of our relationship. But our bond was as deep as ever, and we talked about the possibility of living closer together. Although I was on track to get tenure at UT (which meant secure employment for the indefinite future), my son was living in North Dakota and Jim was in Minneapolis—two powerful reasons to look for work in Minnesota. During that time I applied for a faculty job at Saint John’s University, the men’s college run by Benedictine monks where I had worked in public relations when I was younger. Although Jim was happy to think about me living eighty miles away, where visits to both him and Luke would mean jumping in the car rather than booking a flight, he helped me think through the options rationally. I was eager to move, but the terms of the job that Saint John’s eventually offered me in the spring of 1998 were so unattractive that he and I agreed I should turn it down.

With my location settled for the time being, Jim and I settled into a new routine that I assumed would continue indefinitely, another of my many naïve assumptions.









THE SPACE BETWEENTHE SPACE BETWEEN

After a rocky period in a relationship is over, it’s tempting to look back on the anger and resentment that can temporarily overwhelm two people who love each other and wax eloquent about how love is strengthened when tested. Hard times are not just hard times, we tell ourselves, but also can be a gift that helps two people understand each other better. There’s often some truth in it, but it also can be a convenient cliché to avoid coming to terms with our mistakes. We screw up, and then we pretend the screw-up was somehow all for the best because everyone learned something by working through the problem.

Jim and I had one intensely difficult period to negotiate, full of anger and resentment, which began the year after he and I suspended our sexual connection, when I decided to start an intimate relationship with a woman who lived in another city. Jim argued that I was entering into an unbalanced and unsustainable relationship that would take me away from building a stable life in Austin and dealing with my unresolved sexuality and family issues. I argued that Jim didn’t understand the strength of my connection to this person and that he was reacting out of jealousy. Jim was mostly right, and I was mostly wrong about his motivations. But whatever the correct assessment, the disagreement strained our relationship—never to a breaking point (at least from my side) but often leading to so much stress that we had to go to neutral corners. Jim and I eventually found our way to a place where we could love each other under changed circumstances, and I might be writing one of those all’s-well-that-ends-well tales, if not but for that truck that took the corner too sharply in downtown Minneapolis on February 23, 2000, and left me with a permanent regret.

It was during the tensest period of this argument with Jim that Sally Koplin was killed in that bicycle accident. Jim and Sally not only had been great comrades—before, during, and after their marriage—but were also planning to live out their lives together, next door to each other, gardening and growing old. The two of them had been through so much, and shared so many values and political commitments, that the phrase “divorced but still friends” was laughably inadequate to describe the depth of their bond.

Sally and I were friendly but had only passing interactions. Some of Jim’s friends who had met him when they were married had a stronger connection to Sally, but by the time I was on the scene, her life was centered in a lesbian community in Minneapolis. I worked on a couple of presentations of the anti-pornography slide show with her, and we would make pleasant conversation when she dropped by Jim’s house and I was there. But Sally focused her energy on a community of women, and I was relevant to her only in terms of my relationship with Jim, which made sense to me, then and now. I always found it touching to watch them interact, both of them capable of being so businesslike one minute and then giggling the next. I don’t think I ever saw them touch, not even so much as a hug good-bye, but the depth of their connection was obvious. I loved Sally because she and Jim loved each other.

When Sally died, Jim called within hours to tell me, and the lingering tension was put aside as Jim coped with a grief deeper than anything I had ever seen, but he was clearly leaning more on other friends. A few weeks later, when Sally’s memorial was being planned, Jim made it clear that seeing me at that point would be difficult for him, adding an additional burden during an already intense emotional time. In a letter he pointed out that many others would be there, including several of his oldest friends from out of town, and that my presence was optional:

I’ve got plenty of people around. Seems best to think of your choice to be here or not in terms of what you need. If you could use help in a communal setting to come to terms with Sally’s death, then of course you should be here. But, I have plenty of support. (February 29, 2000)

I couldn’t really believe it, but Jim was telling me to stay home. The sentence “I have plenty of support” seemed to communicate not only that I was not needed but not really wanted, which was hard for me to accept. But as much as I wanted to be there with Jim, I did stay home, realizing that whatever my desire to help comfort him, my presence would not accomplish that. I understood Jim’s reasons, but still I felt pushed away.

After Sally’s death, Jim and I rebuilt our friendship, very slowly while I remained in the relationship with the woman, and steadily after it ended. I came to see that Jim had not just been jealous or upset that I had returned to heterosexuality but was concerned that I was entering into a relationship that would serve neither me nor her very well over the long run. But even though he was right, I can’t say with certainty that my relationship with the woman had been a mistake, or that if I could replay my life I would choose completely differently. I screwed up in some ways, and some of those screw-ups had consequences for me and others, but the story isn’t reducible to those mistakes. Life is lived imperfectly, and even in hindsight it’s difficult to know how to evaluate the messy balance of joy and pain that comes from relationships, even ones that in retrospect were unlikely to last. But my interest here is in my motivation. What led me to seek out the intensity of that particular relationship, even with all the obvious potential problems (a list of which would invade the privacy of too many people)? Why did I ignore Jim’s advice when in so many other situations I had trusted his instincts?

Answering that question requires a bit more of my backstory. In my late teens and twenties, I ping-ponged between highs and lows, rushing into relationships without much thought, joking about coming from a dysfunctional family but avoiding any exploration of deeper childhood trauma, going through burnout cycles of manic work and then depression. I hit the lowest point when working as a reporter in a rural bureau for the St. Petersburg Times in Florida, as my career and personal life were bottoming out at about the same time.

One way I coped—or avoided coping—with all these questions was to go out at night after work on a Kawasaki 650 motorcycle, which I had bought from the police chief of the town I was covering as a reporter, a bike big enough to top one hundred miles an hour. I was not an experienced rider, and those evenings I typically rode on poorly lit back roads in Pasco County at reckless speeds, what in retrospect looks like an ongoing passive suicide attempt. One night I was out, somewhere near the top speed of the bike, on a two-lane road that had only an occasional streetlight. From a distance I could see a lone house up the road, but I couldn’t see the dog lying in the middle of my lane until I was almost on top of it. I somehow managed to lean just enough to get around the dog without putting the bike down—which seems a bit like a miracle, given how fast I was going and how little I knew about motorcycles—and to get home, at a much reduced speed, shaking the whole way.

At that point, I decided I wasn’t yet ready to die. The first step I took back from the edge was to transfer to the copy desk in the downtown St. Petersburg office, a job with regular evening hours that would get me out of that isolated area where there were few chances to create a life. I stopped riding the motorcycle recklessly, then stopped riding altogether and sold it. And I started training at a karate dojo three or four times a week, to give some structure to my days and to help me feel more control over my body. I made a conscious decision to never let myself fall that low again; in essence, I willed myself into a more stable emotional life. That worked, but required me to sacrifice some emotional openness—to stabilize, I had to shut down some of myself.

When I met Jim Koplin in 1988, I was a couple of years into this process of rebuilding my life, redefining myself, mapping a route for a new me in the world. The struggles of that period of my life—a new career, a failing marriage, and parenthood—meant there wasn’t much time or energy to open up those parts of myself that I had walled off. The sexual relationship with Jim had stirred up something, but I wasn’t able to cope with it while in intimate connection with him. Maybe that was because of my limitations, that I was still too scared of moving into a certain kind of emotional space that was possible with Jim. Maybe it was because there was a certain kind of emotional space I couldn’t move into with Jim, due to his limitations. I couldn’t have known for sure then, and I don’t know for sure now. But at that point I was stirred up, and that seems to have led me to the new relationship, looking for someone who I thought understood me, which seems amusing today given how little I understood myself.

Because I wasn’t yet clear on what kind of emotional space I was opening up, I was prone to misunderstanding my own reactions to people. While I was finding success as a teacher, writer, and political activist in the world, I was still stumbling to understand my internal life. That was a dangerous moment, in which it was easy to think I “had my shit together” when that was true only in a fairly superficial sense. I was still a mess, which sent me looking for emotional messiness, and that was one thing Jim didn’t do.

What kind of emotional turmoil was I wrestling with? There are therapy answers to such questions, which can be helpful. But the closest I have ever come to an explanation for this comes from Don DeLillo’s novel Ratner’s Star: “There is something in the space between what I know and what I am and what fills this space is what I know there are no words for.”

In my life, that space is both infinitesimally tiny and indescribably huge, easy to ignore but always with me. It is a space I know is there and sometimes seems so simple to navigate, but then in a flash is swallowed by the black hole of my memory. That is the space I was trying to avoid, at the same time that I was trying to fill it through a relationship. It’s the space I still have not been able to enter fully without feeling as if I will die.

Much of my adult life I searched for someone who could move into that space with me, and it was only late in my life that I realized that’s a failed project. The loneliness of that space is irreducible; it is a space defined by solitude and silence. Perhaps I can talk to others before I go in and after I come out, but so far I have not been able to enter it with another.

At least, that’s what I think, but how can I make definitive claims about memories I don’t have and spaces I can’t describe in words? All I have is speculation. My best guess is that I have no memories because when I was young I had no way to record my experiences as they happened. I was alone, and when one is so thoroughly alone that there is nowhere to turn for validation, how does one remember? I’m not talking about the validation that one is a good person, but validation that one is a person at all, that one is really alive. After many years of self-reflection about this, with and without the help of a therapist, what little memory I have of my childhood includes no recollection of any safe place to land, no memory of a kindly teacher or friendly next-door neighbor who saw my fear and provided some kind of space in which I could be safe. I wasn’t just a lonely kid. I was a kid irreducibly alone. Since I am alive today, I must have been alive when I was younger. Just don’t ask me to prove it.

Relationships with other people can make the act of existing more meaningful, but they can’t prove to me that I exist. If this all sounds a bit goofy, I agree; I have struggled in my adult life to understand what any of this means. Looking back, I can see that while I was often attracted to stable people who could offer me something I had never had, the most intense emotional experiences I had were with people whose lives also had been shaped by trauma. Jim understood that this part of me existed, but I don’t think he could move into it with me, given his decision long ago to keep his old trauma at a distance. When he and I were first intimate, I couldn’t understand any of this, but could only feel that something wasn’t in sync between me and him. Because I didn’t have the self-awareness to explore that with him, I kept searching for the intensity that was familiar, even if it wasn’t a good way to deepen my understanding of myself, let alone be a self-aware partner to someone else. I kept moving through that cycle for some time: Finding stable people with whom I could rest, but eventually feeling the need to connect to someone I thought could help me make sense of something that I couldn’t describe.

Though it seems trite, part of that process of self-recognition were those lines in Ratner’s Star. I remember reading this paragraph and immediately copying it to tack up on my bulletin board:

I AM NOT JUST THIS. There is a life inside this life. A filling of gaps. There is something between the spaces. I am different from this. I am not just this but more. There is something else to me that I don’t know how to reach. Just outside my reach there is something else that belongs to the rest of me. I don’t know what to call it or how to reach it. But it’s there. I am more than you know. But the space is too strange to cross. I can’t get there but I know it is there to get to. On the other side is where it’s free. . . . There is something in the space between what I know and what I am and what fills this space is what I know there are no words for.1

I’m not sure what it says about me that I have based so much introspection on a passage from a comic/satirical novel like Ratner’s Star, a book strange enough to be tagged by one reviewer as “enthusiastically recommended for serious [DeLillo] fans; unthinkable for normal people.”2 I have no idea what DeLillo meant by that paragraph, or if he meant anything at all, and I don’t care. The book was thinkable for me, and those sentences were the most thinkable part of the book to me. But thinking about things doesn’t automatically change behavior, and I continued to make bad choices in relationships, mistaking emotional intensity or sexual attraction for something more.

In that period of my life I alternated between cynicism and naiveté in relationships, believing nothing was possible for me and then a few months later believing in magic. As Jim and I reconstructed our friendship, I shared some of these mistakes with him and kept some to myself, as I slowly got a bit more stable and sane. I eventually stopped searching for an intimate relationship in which to work all this out, and I accepted that Jim couldn’t move with me into that space between. Once I accepted that there was a limit to what Jim and I could discuss about my struggles, our love deepened.

Eventually I understood no one could come into the space, but that there could be ways to talk to another about it. When I began a relationship with Eliza Gilkyson, one grounded in a much healthier connection and clearer sense of myself, Jim was overjoyed for me and embraced that relationship and my new partner. The fact she was a woman didn’t matter to Jim. He wasn’t jealous and he wasn’t upset that I was in a heterosexual relationship. What mattered was the love he and I had, and that I could love someone else in a healthy way.

Eliza loves to tell the story of a moment when the three of us were at breakfast in Minneapolis. She had a show in town, and I had arranged to visit Jim at the same time. Jim had by then established his own relationship with Eliza, as they found their own mutual interests in gardening and ecology, and he also could see that my relationship with her was based on the reality of what was, not chasing a dream of what might be. At that moment Eliza remembers, she and I were talking and looking at each other, but out of the corner of her eye she caught a glimpse of Jim just taking it all in, with a smile that expressed his joy for what I had found with Eliza. At that table there was a mutual acceptance of each other and the relationships between all of us.

I assume that Jim never completely stopped missing what he and I had started but couldn’t sustain. I have never stopped missing it, wondering what might have been if only I could have figured a way to be intimate with him. But Jim was not one to spend a lifetime mourning what was not going to be. Borrowing a phrase from Rainer Maria Rilke—and slightly changing how the poet had used it—Jim spoke often about the “unlived lines” in all our lives, paths that we didn’t go down. Jim didn’t lament what was not to be, but he did enjoy speculating about those unlived lines:

An odd experience at the co-op. I was maneuvering around the organic vegetables picking out a leek and some lettuce when the guy next to me says: “Excuse me, are you a dancer?” (Most certainly a question no one has ever put to me before!) He explained: “You made a move just now that suggested you were.” (February 26, 1991)

Jim had never been a dancer, but he had always loved dance and made a point of attending performances at the university and local theaters. Was Jim really a dancer? Am I really gay? I don’t feel settled about the question, though I don’t obsess about it as much as I once did. People who find out about my relationship history sometimes ask me how I describe myself, and my answer depends on my mood and the length of time available to answer. I am in some sense obviously bisexual. But a more accurate answer is that when I have been with a man and identified myself as gay, I was gay. When I am with a woman, I am straight. And neither term feels completely accurate no matter where I am.

Is it possible that I’m basically a straight guy who, like many straight men, is drawn to men on occasion? Is it possible I’m a gay man who has given in to internalized homophobia and retreated into heterosexuality? Is it possible that I am one of those people who simply responds to individuals and can find both men and women attractive as sexual and intimate partners? Yes, yes, and yes. But more compelling to me than the “what am I?” is the question “why don’t I know?” If I can’t recall most of my childhood, what I can’t recall is likely relevant to my emotional and sexual development, which means any answer I give is just a hunch. Jim and I often talked about how varying kinds of emotional trauma can derail the process by which one comes to know oneself. What I have had to accept is that my desire to know the answer to certain questions doesn’t guarantee an answer, no matter how hard I work to remember. My stubborn forgetting likely is my unconscious way of protecting myself from what I might not yet be ready to know, and there’s no way to know when that might change, if ever.

Although there were silences between me and Jim about some of these questions, our attempts to understand the world continued. Whatever twists and turns my personal life took, I was on a clearer path in my intellectual and political lives. As always, Jim was a big part of that.
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SPEAKING UPSPEAKING UP

All this drama playing out in my personal life didn’t significantly affect my teaching career, nor did it derail my political life. Once I decided to stay at the University of Texas, I started to think about what kind of contribution I wanted to make to progressive/left/radical political organizing in Austin, where there were lots of liberal Democrats but no visible organized left presence in the late 1990s. The pseudo-liberal politics of Bill Clinton had lulled many on the left into a false sense of security, imagining that the reactionary politics of the Reagan/Bush years had been beaten back instead of admitting that Clinton was locking in the conservative program by co-opting rather than contesting right-wing domestic policies (for example, ending welfare without pursuing real economic justice, which was just fine with the Wall Street benefactors of the “New Democrats”).

On foreign policy, it was even harder to pretend the Democrats offered anything progressive. Clinton successfully pushed the deceptively named North American Free Trade Agreement that rewarded corporations and undercut labor, while other projects that Clinton supported to try to entrench the power of multinationals—such as the Multilateral Agreement on Investments and expanded powers for the World Trade Organization—were stalled by citizen resistance, most notably in the “Battle for Seattle” protest of the WTO’s 1999 ministerial meeting.

In February 1998, Clinton’s threat to bomb Iraq sparked a national resistance that channeled new energy into the small grass-roots movement to end the economic embargo on Iraq and press for a saner approach to Middle East politics more generally. Neither of those efforts succeeded—Clinton bombed Iraq in December 1998, the economic sanctions stayed in place until the U.S. invasion in 2003, and U.S. policy in the Middle East only got crazier—but putting time and energy into such efforts was one potentially productive place to advance left politics. After the attack of September 11, 2001, that network of U.S. citizens offering a consistent critique of the U.S. empire and global capitalism turned out to be important, even if it didn’t prevent the disastrous invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq.

Following the lead of my friends Zeynep, Rahul, and Romi, I threw myself into this work. Benefitting from their wider knowledge of geopolitics, I packed into a few months what would have taken me years to learn on my own and got a crash course in how to organize locally in support of a national movement. I drew on my journalism skills to write clear, concise opinion pieces and also started feeling my way through the relationship-building that is at the core of a movement. The writing was easy, while developing the personal skills was more challenging, but what took me most by surprise was how much I enjoyed being visible in public, speaking at rallies, stepping in front of the microphone at events—albeit in small local settings, but still more public than I’d ever been. From my experience as a professor, I knew I could talk in front of people, but I didn’t expect to like that aspect of politics so much. Jim had taken part in lots of political actions over the years, including protests against the Vietnam War that ended with arrests. But he said he preferred behind-the-scenes work and had disliked being out front in his past organizing efforts, tending to encourage others to step in front of crowds. Since Jim and I were alike in so many other ways, I assumed I would have the same instincts.

But it turned out that I liked talking, especially in front of groups, and I really liked it when people seemed to like my talking. None of this may seem particularly noteworthy, given the clamoring for attention that is so common in our culture and the verbose tendencies of professors, but it was a dramatic change in my life, a trip from almost total silence to a constant desire to speak. This requires a bit more backstory as well.

As a kid I did my best to be invisible. In that endeavor, I learned how to be very quiet, not just in an “only speak when you are spoken to” fashion but more in an “I don’t exist” kind of way. Here’s a funny story about this silence that I remember—or, at least, I think I remember—from my grade school years:

My father pulled up to the Post Office (what is now the “old” Post Office on Roberts Street, for those who know downtown Fargo), gave me money to buy a newspaper, and sent me off to the small concession stand inside the building. I remember—or, at least, I think I remember—walking up to the stand and waiting quietly for the man behind the rows of newspapers and candy to ask me what I wanted. I waited quietly, for what I remember—or, at least, think I remember—to have been quite a long time. As a well-mannered boy, I likely assumed that my place was to wait to be acknowledged by an adult. Waiting to speak until I was spoken to, I stood quietly while the man said nothing. Finally I must have made a noise of some kind, because the man said, “Is someone there?” Only then did I realize that the man was blind. I nervously asked for a paper, handed him the money, and hurried back to the car.

I think that actually happened, though I’m no surer of it than anything else from that period of my life. I have only a vague memory of standing there, afraid to move, and I have filled the rest in with a story that makes sense. For years, well into adulthood, I told that as a funny story. Then I started thinking about it, after I read an article about sensory compensation, the idea that when people lose one sense their other senses become more acute. A blind guy running a newspaper stand would develop other ways of sensing the presence of another person. Scientists call it “cross-modal neuroplasticity,” and they argue about the way it works, but whatever the scientific case, the funny story became less funny to me when I asked myself a question: How did a kid manage to stay so quiet that a man whose job it was to detect the presence of people couldn’t detect my presence? Did I really exist then? After all, he must have been pretty good at hearing people approach his stand, which means I must have been really quiet. Where did I learn to be so quiet?

When I asked that question, the story stopped being funny, because the more I struggled to understand my childhood, the more I realized that my invisible-boy efforts must have been a coping mechanism. Why would a kid want to become invisible? Most of the answers to that aren’t very pleasant. Most kids want to be noticed, because being noticed means being validated. Why would I have wanted not to be noticed? What kind of attention was I trying to avoid? And, since being invisible is impossible, what happened when I was noticed? What would have been happening to me that could have invalidated my existence as a person? Most of the answers to that are unpleasant enough to want to forget.

My attraction to journalism, starting in high school, likely was related to this desire to be invisible, to have a place in the world from which I could observe but not be observed. When I could no longer find a way to make a life work in journalism and took a gamble on graduate school and teaching, I wasn’t thinking about how such a life was going to require me to speak up on a regular basis—instead of thinking about having to teach and speak, I was thinking about the joy of reading in quiet libraries. But as I willed myself into a different emotional state internally during that period in my life, I also couldn’t help but change my relationship to the external world, and over the course of four or five years, the Invisible Kid became the Visible Adult. As if I were making up for lost time, I couldn’t shut up. All of a sudden I was asserting myself in graduate seminars, then stepping in front of small classes to teach, which made it seem easy to lecture to fifty students, which wasn’t that different from two hundred fifty students.

With the classroom experience, giving political talks in front of strangers was fairly easy, and before I knew it I was emceeing rallies and appearing on local TV as a representative of the antiwar movement, then on national cable TV shows. I started keeping a dress shirt, tie, and jacket in my office for these appearances, and when producers called I headed off to a local studio with a satellite link. For a few years, those television producers called regularly, because I was an easy guest: I responded quickly and was reliable; I knew the sound-bite game and made my points quickly in plain language; and I was a white man with a university position, which made me look like an “expert.” I knew plenty of people who were more knowledgeable than I was on the issues, and I often suggested them as guests, but stressed-out producers don’t like to spend time vetting new people when they don’t have to. I was always willing to go on myself, and I always liked it, even though almost all the appearances involved conservative hosts (Bill O’Reilly, Sean Hannity, and Joe Scarborough, among them) with other guests who were hostile to the left position.

Another factor that pushed me into the public was the lack of other people with my status who wanted to step up. When I arrived at the University of Texas, I assumed there would be an established group of professors who were engaged in such activity, from whom I would learn. Instead, I found a small progressive faculty group, and only a handful of them willing to get involved. This wasn’t because university administrators were actively disciplining faculty to keep them in line; instead, the nominally apolitical system of rewards and punishments in the system was effective in undermining faculty political activity. Those who keep their heads down and focus on publishing research in their particular field are rewarded with tenure, promotion, and status. Those who commit a significant amount of time to public endeavors find it tougher going.

It’s easy to construct a story in which I seem noble for taking political risks, but tenure and academic freedom meant not only that I had time to read and develop ideas, but that I could speak without fear of consequences at work. How noble is a person who makes choices that involve almost no risk? The truth is, I never felt like I was choosing—this seemed the only logical path for someone with my particular mix of abilities. I had done enough scholarly publishing to get tenure, and I knew I was good enough at it to continue, but I also knew I wasn’t likely to make a serious contribution to scholarship. I often joke with graduate students, who struggle to figure out where they will fit into intellectual life, that the secret to my success is that I’m mediocre and I know it. Instead of trying to be a big thinker, I have been happy to be a competent second- or third-tier intellectual who works hard at becoming a better teacher. I rarely come up with new ideas—I routinely say that I’ve probably never had a truly original thought in my life, which is likely also the case for many of my colleagues—but I found I was good at synthesizing others’ ideas and presenting that in plain language to the public. Given how boring academic conferences are, I couldn’t imagine trudging off to such meetings in some futile attempt to prove to others how smart I wanted to be.

Jim encouraged me to be honest with myself about these matters, which requires not only embracing humility but rejecting false modesty. If we can’t state forthrightly what we are good at, it’s more difficult to know what we aren’t good at, which makes it more likely we will embarrass ourselves. This kind of blunt self-reflection, with feedback from those we trust, not only helps us develop the talents we know we have but also makes it easier to take a half-step beyond those talents to challenge ourselves.

At least, that’s how it worked for me. Once I knew that I didn’t want to be a professor toiling away in scholarly cul-de-sacs, it became easy to push myself to find out what I might become. All this was summarized in a conversation I had with a trusted colleague after I had been granted tenure, the promotion that moves one from the rank of assistant to associate professor, which comes with that extraordinary job security. I explained to him that I was going to stop playing the scholarly game and was planning to focus all my research and writing time on public audiences. Concerned for my future, he said, “Bob, I have to tell you that if you do that, you will never get promoted to full professor.” Without thinking, I responded, “What makes you think I give a shit about that?”

I could have been more diplomatic in my phrasing, but I think the sentiment was appropriate. I didn’t feel I was giving up anything. The main reward the university had to offer me—a steady job doing something I really loved, which was teaching young people—was secure. The status and additional salary that would come with the next promotion weren’t that important. Ironically, a decade later I was promoted to full professor, over the objection of some of my colleagues who seemed to think I was not appropriately deferential to the scholarly world. That was an accurate reading on their part; in the field of journalism and mass communication, I believed that no matter what the underlying politics of the researchers, much of what gets called “scholarship” is inane, irrelevant, or both. Most of the research questions being asked in most of the scholarship in my field simply don’t matter much, usually because they avoid the most difficult questions about how power shapes the practice of journalism. Over time, this harsh judgment has only become more compelling; as the world’s crises deepen, scholars continue to act as if they have no obligation to engage.

Jim thought the same about his original field of psychology. He was keenly interested in the best work being done in the field, but he thought most of the research generated simply wasn’t worth doing. He told me that when he dropped his membership to the American Psychological Association years before we met, he wrote to the organization suggesting that the APA suspend all scholarly publications for a decade to allow researchers to determine what, if anything, was worth saving in the discipline. That’s not a bad idea for the humanities and social sciences I’m familiar with, but too many careers depend on the illusion of importance for such a reset.

Neither Jim nor I ever argued that every professor should adopt our politics or spend time on any specific political activities; a healthy university should encourage diversity of thought and action. But given the time and resources that we academics are given to allow us to think about how the world works, we have an obligation to do that in ways that acknowledge the concentrations of wealth and power in our society, and to train our attention on the systems and institutions that support that concentration. My greatest disappointment at the University of Texas is not that so few of my colleagues agree with my politics, but that there is so little debate on campus, that faculty don’t feel a responsibility to engage serious critiques of wealth and power in public. The point of a university is not simply for everyone to “agree to disagree” and hide in our offices, but to engage so that we can clarify assumptions, sharpen assertions, and make disagreements productive. But I have found it surprisingly hard to generate those conversations with other faculty. My complaint is not that colleagues attack me for my ideas but that they generally prefer to avoid debate.

I bumped into that problem a few years ago when I wanted to organize events on campus that would draw a more ideologically diverse audience. Why not promote some lectures and debates that would be sponsored by faculty members from different political camps? I reached out to some well-known conservative professors on campus to find out if they would be interested in lending their names to such an effort. I sent emails and left phone messages, none of which were returned. I did get through to one of them, who picked up the phone when I called. I explained my idea, and he said he was sorry but that he was too busy to help. I told him I would do all the logistical work—finding funding, booking rooms, generating publicity—and that all I needed was his willingness to be publicly identified with the events, to promote open debate on campus. “I couldn’t think about helping this semester,” he said. I responded that I was thinking long term, for coming semesters. “I’m busy into the indefinite future,” he replied.

Jim was no longer on a campus, but he never tired of my stories about my interaction with faculty and seemed to get a lot of vicarious pleasure out of the way I poked at people. Here’s an example that I wrote to him about, in May 1998, when I dropped in on a symposium at UT’s LBJ School of Public Affairs on weapons of mass destruction that focused on the weapons of other nations. The final panel included an engineering professor who had once served in high-level positions in the Pentagon and a physicist who had held high positions in the Israeli military and was prominent in right-wing politics there. When the engineer made a point about importance of precision in language, I saw an opening for the questions that had been on my mind as the panel talked about weapons but excluded U.S. actions. I raised my hand and got in the last question, which I paraphrased in my letter to Jim:

Terms like terrorist, rogue state, chemical weapons, and weapons of mass destruction are being used here today as if everyone agrees on the content of the categories. It’s interesting that we are sitting here in the United States, but U.S. actions have been noticeably absent from the discussion. For example, if we want to talk about chemical weapons, we might point out that the United States dumped tons of chemical weapons, Agent Orange and napalm, on the people of Vietnam. And weapons of mass destruction: there’s a category of weapons of mass destruction called near-nukes, fuel-air explosives and cluster bombs. The United States dropped those on Iraq in the 1991 attack. Rogue states: The United States was widely condemned for its illegal invasion of Panama in 1989, and there’s a World Court judgment against us for the attack on Nicaragua in the 1980s. And if terrorism is, at least in part, about attacks on civilians, then the United States is one of the leaders in the post-WWII world in terrorism. Our war against Vietnam was, after all, almost entirely an attack on the civilian population. I find it odd that in an entire afternoon’s conference on this subject, there was no discussion of these facts. We might all want to reflect on that. (May 6, 1998)

I expected someone on the panel to contest my points, but instead the room went silent for a moment. Finally the physicist said something like, “This man has quite a different view of these matters.” I responded, “Yes sir. I think you and I would disagree on many things.” Instead of pursuing the disagreements, the moderator closed the session, the last of the day. In the lobby of the auditorium, a few people came up to me and thanked me for asking the question. When the LBJ School dean walked by and pointed at me, I expected to be chastised. Instead, he said, “Good question,” and walked away before I could ask him to elaborate.

I like to argue, but my question wasn’t designed just to start an argument. I wanted to hear how the panelists would defend their position, but in that setting no one felt the need to do so. The critical position I was outlining—familiar points to anyone on the left—were easier to ignore than to answer, and so the whole room ignored them. At least for purposes of that event, the people on the panel all accepted the assumption of the dominant culture—U.S. actions in world affairs were always presumed to be consistent with law and morality—and anyone who challenged that could stay silent, or speak and be ignored.

While I was going through this political process and making choices about where to put my energy, Jim was cheering me on. At this point, our old joke that I was living his life, twenty-five years behind him, was no longer accurate, for I was moving into a public role that he had never wanted for himself. This was another moment when, in retrospect, I see what an extraordinary person Jim was. I was moving in a new direction with no sense of where it would take me. Instead of worrying about how that might affect our relationship, Jim was always encouraging me to stretch, to challenge myself and see how far I could go. No doubt this was largely rooted in his love for me, but I think some of it had to do with his desire to use me to advance his ideas. Our conversations were no longer just helping me in my academic career, but also having an effect on my public activities. Jim saw that I could craft radical ideas for newspaper and magazine pieces that reached the general public, which is where I thought my contribution ended. I was expecting to continue indefinitely in this role of a leftist who could talk in mainstream channels. I have continued to do that, but I also started to find myself frustrated with some of the politics, and underlying analyses, of the left. The next step for me was to put those frustrations into words.









PUSHING FURTHERPUSHING FURTHER

The first book I wrote for a general audience, Writing Dissent,1 was a primer on how to make radical ideas accessible for the op/ed pages of mainstream newspapers, at a time when those pages were important for reaching a broad public. The articles I was writing at that time were meant to contribute to organizing projects pressing for change in U.S. foreign, military, and economic policy. Believing that such change was possible over the long term, I took my task to be framing progressive policies in ways that made sense to ordinary people, making the case that radical politics was not crazy but in fact consistent with widely shared ideals.

Although I understood the strategy behind this, I also often felt like pushing further, challenging people’s assumptions at a more basic level. An example of this was the antiwar movement’s common argument that to make good on its ideals concerning freedom and democracy, the United States should shift its policy in the Middle East—even though many of us in that movement thought the “ideals” are more mythology than reality. But in certain circumstances, to persuade people who didn’t share that analysis of U.S. history, it was best to soft-pedal the deeper critique.

I agreed with that judgment, but I often felt like making the more radical critique. In my political group, we called this “going Old Testament,” a reference to the prophetic voices in the Hebrew Bible known for harsh critiques of their fellow Israelites. When I was going off to speak about the Iraq sanctions, I would ask Zeynep, Rahul, and Romi, “Can I go Old Testament in this one?” The answer was always no; the immediate political objective took priority over my desires to harangue.

I always complied, but I was slowly coming to see a point Jim was making, about the need for blunt talk about the future. It was possible, and important, to continue to resist the worst abuses of concentrated power and ameliorate the worst effects of concentrated wealth, he believed, but such organizing shouldn’t keep us from speaking about the long-term trajectory of a culture in collapse. Given the multiple, cascading ecological crises, Jim argued, we should be preparing for the massive changes coming, but the vast majority of people in the United States do their best to avoid any awareness of these questions.

Jim also thought much of the left was in denial about ecological realities. In a January 2002 letter he encouraged me to not tie myself to any single long-term project so that I could stay flexible as political needs change. He mentioned reading an issue of The Ecologist magazine that focused on climate change: “It’s all fairly sobering. As I’ve said many times and still believe, in a decade or so September 11, 2001, will be a wart on the landscape as the nature of the ecological collapse becomes starkly clear.” Jim said that the events of that day didn’t change anything for him. “I wake up every morning in a state of profound grief,” he told me, a feature of his life that began long before the attack on the World Trade Center and Pentagon.

I understood Jim’s contention that the events of 9/11 didn’t “change everything,” as people were often saying, and that the ecological crises would continue to deepen no matter what happened in Afghanistan and Iraq. But I couldn’t help but think that the United States was on the brink of military actions potentially so destructive that all our energies should go into organizing efforts to stop the invasions, even if the invasions were almost certainly going to happen. But as it became clear that our movement would not change the war plans of policymakers, I thought that we should be using the crisis to press deeper points. More and more, I thought there was a good argument for going Old Testament.

The first small step I took in that direction was in reaction to the popularity of the “peace is patriotic” slogan in the antiwar movement. In a society where everyone was falling over themselves to proclaim their patriotism, it was understandable that activists would want to assert that those resisting war were every bit as patriotic as those clamoring to drop the bombs. But I never used the phrase, because I wasn’t patriotic and didn’t believe in patriotism. Here’s the way I framed the question in Citizens of the Empire:

If we use the common definition of patriotism—love of, and loyalty to, one’s country—the first question that arises is, what is meant by country? Nation-states, after all, are not naturally occurring objects. What is the object of our affection and loyalty? In discussions with various community groups and classes since 9/11, I have asked people to explain which aspects of a nation-state—specifically in the context of patriotism in the United States—they believe should spark patriotic feelings. Toward whom or what should one feel love and loyalty? The answers offered include the land, the people of a nation, its culture, the leadership, national policies, the nation’s institutions, and the democratic ideals of the nation. To varying degrees, all seem like plausible answers, yet all fail to provide a coherent answer to that basic question.2

I didn’t want to argue over which policies were patriotic, but instead wanted to undermine people’s assumption that being patriotic was a good thing. I wanted to tap into the left’s internationalist tradition that rejects loyalty to arbitrary political units like states in favor of a commitment to universal principles of justice that transcend political boundaries.

When I was invited to speak at the Peace Action National Congress in November 2001, I suggested to the organizers that I give a talk on “Saying Good-bye to Patriotism.” I feared that the organization, which was a mix of liberal and left members, would ask me to avoid critiquing the “peace is patriotic” stance that so many were taking, but no one objected to the title. As I gave the talk, which I later expanded into that book chapter, I feared that the audience would be resistant. Those fears also turned out to be misplaced; the most common comment I got after the speech was, “Thanks for saying that in public, because I’ve been thinking it for a long time.”

Peace Action members were hardly a representative sample of the U.S. population, of course, and a critique of patriotism was not going to fly in mainstream circles. Much later I got a call from a New York Times reporter who was working on a Week in Review article on the struggles over the term “patriotism,” which was published just after the 2003 invasion of Iraq. I outlined the argument I had been making, and he listened patiently, then said something like, “Well, I can’t think of a way to dispute your position, but no one is going to pay attention to that.”3

That experience taught me that the ideas in my head that I assumed were going to seem crazy to others were worth articulating, even if those ideas weren’t going to find their way into mainstream circles right away. In talks I was doing on racial justice, I began talking about the United States’ three racialized holocausts: the large-scale death and destruction of cultures that resulted from the genocide of indigenous people on which the country was founded; the African slave trade that was central to the country’s emergence as an industrial power; and the post-WWII assault on the developing world that secured the country’s dominance in the contemporary world. Millions died in these projects, in which hideous levels of violence to expand one group’s wealth and power were justified, overtly or covertly, by the alleged racial superiority of whites. Some people were turned off, objecting that my language was too strong, but many more found the bluntness refreshing and told me the framework was helpful. These experiences taught me that watering down analysis and language to reach the largest possible audience often backfired—people who disagree aren’t persuaded, and those looking for a compelling argument tend to drift away.

There’s no one-size-fits-all-situations strategy, and it’s important to avoid the arrogance that makes it easy to slip into a “more radical than thou” mindset, which can lead one to always attack other positions as insufficiently critical. I had comrades and colleagues I trusted to challenge me if I wrote or spoke in ways that seemed unproductive, and while I didn’t always agree with those challenges, I tried to make sensible judgments. Jim tended not to check my instincts but push me. He argued that because many people who had radical ideas tended to convey their critiques in angry ways that alienated others, it was even more important for me to work at the kind of calm, carefully reasoned arguments I was trying to make.

By the late 2000s, I had come around to Jim’s point that the most important arena for this kind of blunt talk was ecological. It would have been easy for me to give an endless series of talks that reassured people in my political sphere that the Republicans were evil, the Democrats were sellouts, and we on the left understood how the world really worked. But it became increasingly clear to me—as it had to Jim years before—that putting leftists in every political office wouldn’t reverse the damage done to the ecosphere by human excesses, nor would it guarantee a significant change in the consumption patterns that were intensifying that damage. The problem was not just status-quo politics, but a larger worldview that embraced high-energy affluence as the ultimate goal.

I played around with those ideas in a variety of ways, including a talk I gave at a small private college that I titled, “What Is a Moral Level of Consumption?” about six months after the Iraq invasion. Rather than simply condemn U.S. policy that was aimed at dominating the most important oil-producing region in the world, I wanted to start a discussion about what would be a sustainable level of consumption that was consistent with moral principles rooted in universal human claims to dignity. The point wasn’t to suggest that politics could be reduced to our personal buying habits, but to raise the question of how we were going to impose the limits on human consumption necessary for survival.

A few friends working on projects around racial and economic justice agreed that the these issues were crucial, but said it was easy for me to point to the larger ecological limits because I didn’t have to worry about how I would pay the rent each month, or deal with racism and sexism. I argued back that it was precisely because I had a relatively comfortable life that I should be speaking out. If it was easier for me to say these things, then didn’t I have an obligation to say them? So long as I didn’t abandon the other struggles for justice, it seemed to me that I should be speaking out on these things, even if they made people uncomfortable—maybe because they made people uncomfortable.

So, I started pushing on this front, even in places where I was invited to speak about other issues. My first efforts were fairly tame, consisting mostly of a summary of the ecological news: Bad and getting worse, which wasn’t news to anyone reading the headlines. But when I was invited to the Interfaith Summer Institute for Justice, Peace, and Social Movements at Simon Fraser University in Vancouver in 2008, I decided to push a bit further, speaking on “The Old Future’s Gone: Progressive Strategy amid Cascading Crises.”4 In that talk, I asked the audience to consider what it means to live in a world in which the future we once imagined is no longer possible because the systems that structure our lives are unsustainable:

Based on what you know about these trends, do you think this is a sustainable system? When you take a moment to let all this wash over you, does it feel to you that this is a sustainable system? If you were to let go of your attachment to this world, is there any way to imagine that this is a sustainable system? Consider all the ways you have to understand the world: Is there anything in your field of perception that tells you that we’re on the right track?

Once again, I discovered that when I pushed into these questions, people were often uncomfortable but grateful that someone was opening up the space. Every year, the number of people eager to engage in this discussion grows, though it’s still far from a majority. But those who are ready are looking for spaces in which honest conversation is possible, places where people don’t fall into either technological fundamentalism (“don’t worry, we’ll invent our way out of the problems”) or religious fundamentalism (“don’t worry, God will sort it all out”).

These conversations about ecological realities have to go forward while we keep the social justice questions in front of us. Those friends who told me they worry that sustainability issues will give privileged people an easy way out of dealing with hierarchies within the human family are right to worry, because that happens all the time. For example, at a small conference on sustainability—which included several people whose work I admired and whose writing I regularly encourage others to read—the content and style of the conversation suggested that many of the participants were downplaying, or outright ignoring, these social questions. Everyone had expertise to offer about ecological crises, often accompanied by a critique of capitalism’s growth imperative, but no one was trying to situate the crises in broader social contexts. More annoying, at a visceral level, the men were dominating the conversation and the older men were routinely interrupting everyone, especially the younger women.

As the four-day conference continued, I got more and more pissed off, and finally wrote an essay that I photocopied and distributed to all the attendees. I suggested that if we wanted to contribute to a decent human future—if a decent human future were to be possible—it would have to be green, red, black, and female:

Green: The human future, if there is to be a future, will be green, meaning the ecological worldview will be central in all discussions of all of human affairs. We will start all conversations about all decisions we make in all arenas of life by recognizing that we are one species in complex ecosystems that make up a single ecosphere. We will abide by the laws of physics, chemistry, and biology, as we understand them today, realizing the ecosystems on which we depend are far more complex than we can understand. As a result of the ecological worldview, we will practice real humility in our interventions into those ecosystems.

Red: The human future, if there is to be a future, will be red. By that, I mean we must be explicitly anti-capitalist. An economic system that magnifies human greed and encourages short-term thinking, while pretending there are no physical limits on human consumption, is a death cult. To endorse capitalism is to sign onto a suicide pact. We need not pretend there exists a fully elaborated plan for a replacement system that we can take off the shelf and implement immediately. But the absence of a fully explicated alternative doesn’t justify an economic system that has dramatically intensified the human assault on the larger living world. Capitalism is not the system through which we will craft a sustainable future.

Black: The human future, if there is to be a future, will be black. By that, I mean we have to reject the pathology of white supremacy that has for five centuries shaped the world in which we live, and continues to shape us. Do not confuse this with shallow “multiculturalism”—I am not suggesting that by celebrating “diversity” we will magically create peace and harmony. Instead, we must recognize that the existing distribution of wealth is the product of a profoundly pathological system of racial hierarchy conceived of, and perpetuated by, white Europe and its offshoots (the United States, Australia, South Africa).

Female: The human future, if there is to be a future, will be female. By that, I mean we have to reject the pathology of patriarchy that has for several thousand years shaped the world in which we live, and continues to shape us. Again, this should not be confused with the tepid liberal and “third wave” versions of feminism that the dominant culture acknowledges. Instead, we must embrace a radical feminism that rejects the hierarchy and violence on which male dominance depends.

In this case, the participants in the meeting didn’t seek me out to say thanks. In fact, most everyone made a point of ignoring the statement and, after I made a sharp comment in one of the sessions, steering clear of me for the most part. At noon that day, I sat down for lunch next to two of the women at the meeting, and we were having a friendly conversation when I realized everyone else was choosing different tables. I turned to my lunch companions and said, “Sorry, but I just realized that by sitting next to you I was forcing you to eat with me by yourselves.”

It was awkward, especially because most of the people there had specific technical expertise in science and/or agriculture, and I had been invited as a friendly gesture by someone who knew I was interested in learning more. As an outsider, who was I to go shooting off my mouth? My first instinct had been not to speak up, out of fear of offending people in the room who deserved respect for important work they had been doing for a long time. But then I thought, what kind of respect am I showing if I mute myself? I hoped to remain in contact with some of the people in the room, but I decided I didn’t want to do that by burying my own strong feeling that I should speak out.

I also was hesitant to critique because in my own life, I have not always been all that successful at attending to all the relevant issues. If people who live in glass houses shouldn’t throw stones, then I best put down the rock. But, again, that act of apparent humility too easily becomes a cover for not being accountable. Should I wait to speak only after I have lived with a perfect political record for at least a month? A year? Waiting to be pure before weighing in with a political critique is a cowardly way out.

One more doubt crossed my mind: Had I become a cranky contrarian caricature? Was I so used to pushing critique as far as I could that it became the only way I knew how to interact? Should I have held my tongue and accepted the limitations of this particular group of people? I certainly have that cranky tendency, but by the end of the conference I decided that if I had to do it over, I would choose the same approach.

What I remember most about making that decision is that it was exactly the kind of question that I would have talked through with Jim Koplin, if he had been alive. This was almost a year after his death, one of the times I realized that I wouldn’t be in such a place and thinking such thoughts if it hadn’t been for him, and I desperately wanted to talk to him. There were other people I could call to ask advice, but no one who had such a deep history with me that I could talk in the shorthand that one develops with a longtime friend. As I fretted over that decision, I realized Jim would not have wanted me to ask “What Would Koplin Do?” but instead trust my own judgment, which I finally did, in this case and others. That confidence was built not only by Jim’s support but by his occasional criticism of my work.









HITTING A WALLHITTING A WALL

Although Jim and I had gone through painful struggles over personal matters, our political and intellectual partnership continued without serious disruption, and we continued to agree on almost all serious matters. After Citizens of the Empire, I wrote two books, The Heart of Whiteness and Getting Off, which were based on thinking about race and sex/gender that I had been doing with Jim since we met. As with all my other projects, he read every word as I was working on the books and was my biggest source of support and encouragement as I wrote. On the many occasions when I would think, “What is a boy from Fargo doing writing books like this?” Jim would laugh through the self-doubt with me, always moving to his inevitable advice that I should keep at it. “What else can you do?” he would always conclude.

By that time, it was impossible to identify clearly where Jim’s ideas left off and mine began. For years I had followed his lead, clearly the junior intellectual partner, but as I settled in at UT and gained confidence in my own ideas, our exchanges became more balanced. I wrote more about global politics based on organizing work with others, but Jim would still read everything and offer feedback, drawing on his wide-ranging knowledge and reading. Email had largely replaced our paper correspondence through the mail, which meant I got quicker feedback on things I was writing, though I missed the rhythm of our letters. The frequency of phone calls between us increased, especially after I finally got a cell phone in 2001. (I almost always called him; Jim not only refused to get a cell phone but also bought the cheapest possible home phone plan, with limited outgoing long distance. He saw no reason to give a phone company any more of his money than necessary.) Every time I traveled to give talks, I would call him from the airport on my way home to report about the events, and he clearly had as much fun hearing stories about my travels as I had in telling them.

By 2005, we had gotten past the tension over my long-distance relationship, which had ended. Jim had settled into his life without Sally, working at the theatre and gardening, and providing crucial financial backing and personal support to help a local café remain locally owned and a vibrant part of the progressive neighborhood. I had settled into a political life that included a hectic schedule of travel for speaking, along with local organizing. Jim and I were back on track.

Then I found God.

Well, not “found God,” exactly, but more like “started thinking more about what the concept ‘God’ might mean.” My relationship with God was, and remains, in the “it’s complicated” category. I’ll get back to that.

Whatever that relationship, I did join a Christian church, which Jim found a bit odd. When I started writing short essays about joining a church, he couldn’t understand why. Then I gave a few guest sermons at church, which rubbed him the wrong way. Finally, I decided to write a book about progressive theology and politics, which really pissed him off.

This disagreement didn’t threaten our friendship, but instead was in some ways the final step in a fully mature relationship. It wasn’t just that we had to resolve a disagreement, but that I had to realize that Jim Koplin wasn’t right about everything, and that I could not only disagree with him but be confident in my own position, without having to win the argument. In all our other spats, it typically turned out that Jim had been right. In this one, I concluded the disagreement was more a product of Jim’s limitations than mine, though that’s complicated, too.

First, back to the question of God. Jim and I were both raised in nominally Protestant households in which our parents had no commitment to any particular theology. I got dragged to conventional Sunday school and occasional church services, which he was never forced to endure, but neither of us had deep roots in any church or religious tradition that we had to wrestle with as we came to our own decisions about God and gods. Both of us had considered, and rejected, conventional Christian doctrine by the time we were old enough to resolve such things for ourselves, and neither of us were attracted to any other religion.

When Jim Koplin and I met, the thought of going to church was unthinkable for either of us, and that remained the case until I met Jim Rigby, an Austin minister known for his left/feminist politics and unconventional theology. Rigby and I got to know each other through antiwar politics, which led me to organize lectures and documentary screenings at St. Andrew’s Presbyterian Church. The more I learned about the theology Rigby was developing—explicitly rejecting all supernatural claims, while taking seriously the wisdom to be found in Christian, Protestant, and Presbyterian traditions, without making exclusive truth claims—the more intrigued I was. I had known that there were churches with liberal politics, of course, and that lots of practicing Christians didn’t really believe that there was a God up in the sky watching over us or that Jesus had really gotten up from the tomb. But I had never heard of a church where the pastor had challenged the core beliefs of capitalism and called out U.S. wars as immoral, while at the same time openly stating from the pulpit that faith did not require a belief in the supernatural.

After I had been hanging around St. Andrew’s a year or so, it seemed that the logical next step was to join the church, which I did without objection from anyone in the congregation. As was the case with so many other aspects of my life, I wrote about the process, in an essay that ran in the Houston Chronicle under the headline, “Why this atheist is a Christian (sort of).” The piece began:

I don’t believe Jesus Christ was the son of a God that I don’t believe in, nor do I believe Jesus rose from the dead to ascend to a heaven that I don’t believe exists. Given these positions, this year I did the only thing that seemed sensible: I formally joined a Christian church.1

I wanted to speak to people who, like me, felt attracted to the ritual and traditions of the church in some way but assumed there was no room for those who rejected the supernatural claims. While I got supportive email from those folks, it turned out that the people paying most attention were the conservatives in the Mission Presbytery (the regional grouping of churches that St. Andrew is part of), who decided that our congregation and pastor needed to be punished for encouraging such heresy. All My Bones Shake2 details the surreal process that culminated in an unprecedented vote at a presbytery meeting to remove me from the adult membership roll of St. Andrew’s, and how the impasse was eventually resolved in a way that got the conservatives off the hook for their inappropriate attempt to undermine congregational autonomy (a key tenet of the Presbyterian faith) and allowed me to remain a member of St. Andrew’s without additional public debate.

What remains unresolved, not just for Presbyterians but for Christians more generally, are a number of key questions about the boundaries of the faith. Can one claim to be Christian while believing that the term “God” does not describe an identifiable force, entity, or being that actually exists in the world? Can a Christian view the resurrection of Jesus as symbolic but not a historical fact? Can one be a Presbyterian, a Protestant, or a Christian and believe that God is simply a term for the forces that give rise to life and that the resurrection should be understood metaphorically?

It’s not surprising that conservative Christians offer an emphatic “NO!” to those questions. What did surprise me is how many non-religious people answer the questions with a slightly less emotionally charged “no.” I have had atheists tell me that religion is defined by supernatural beliefs, and therefore if I don’t hold those beliefs I’m not really religious, that I am merely playing at it. It’s amusing that the conventionally faithful and conventional atheists—two groups that spend most of their time shouting at each other—can at least agree on the definition of who is and isn’t a Christian, and in their eyes, people like me definitely are not. That makes life easier for people in both those groups, who then don’t have to think any deeper about what they believe or don’t believe.

All My Bones Shake was the first book of mine that Jim Koplin didn’t support, didn’t like, and at times seemed to really hate. He was so annoyed with me for writing it that he didn’t want to read a draft before publication, as he had always done. Though much of the book made theological arguments for political positions he and I shared, such as a rejection of capitalism on moral grounds, he argued that the subject of religion was a dead end, a diversion from more important work I might be doing. Our arguments over the project were never bitter or personal, but the subject did agitate him. Jim never articulated a clear argument to explain his position, at least not one that made sense to me. I understood, and shared, his perfectly rational reasons for disliking the theology and practices of most Christian churches—which were often reactionary or cowardly, and had long ignored and/or colluded in abusive practices that had hurt many people, including friends of ours.

I thought I was being clear about my goals: Whatever one thinks of Christianity, a substantial majority of the U.S. public identifies as Christian, which meant that situating myself within that tradition would make it easier to speak a language that is widely understood. Given that Christian stories will remain powerful in the cultural imagination, fighting for the meaning of those stories is a worthwhile project—I believe that those stories belong to me as much as they belong to a right-wing fundamentalist, and I have a right to struggle over their interpretation. The more I thought about those stories, the more important they became to me, as part of my own history. And, finally, I simply found that I liked being a part of that congregation, that it was a place I felt at home. Those seemed, and still seem, like sensible motivations for me to join, but Jim continued to claim to be baffled by my choices.

At first, I thought he might be afraid that I was really going to embrace a more traditional notion of God and Jesus, which would have been a major shift in the shared philosophy that was at the core of my bond with Jim. It certainly would have been a strange turn if I had started asking Jim whether he was saved or telling him that I worried that he was going to hell. But that was never the direction I was going, and it had to have been very clear to him very quickly that he needn’t worry about that. I haven’t been able to explain Jim’s antipathy to my church membership, though sorting through the history of our conversation about religion reminds me of why I loved Jim so deeply.

The first conversations Jim and I had about religion, long before I contemplated joining a church, concerned the St. John’s Abbey monks, who ran the college where I had once worked. Jim had a connection to the place through Sally’s mother, Helen Katz, who had made financial contributions to the Abbey. Helen was financially comfortable after Sally’s father died, and the monks were cultivating her to get a cut of her estate when she died, what is called “planned giving” in the fundraising world. The religious dimensions of the connection were hard to chart; the Katzes were Jews who became Unitarians for business purposes, and the reasons for Helen’s attachment to a Catholic institution weren’t obvious. But Jim—always loyal to Sally and fond of Helen, despite her many quirks that at times frustrated him—would occasionally drive Helen the eighty miles to visit St. John’s, or be with her when the monks came to visit at her St. Paul home. Jim and I had a lot of fun comparing observations about the distinctive habits of various monks.

Jim and I also joked that if our lives ever bottomed out, we could show up at the front door of the Abbey Church and offer ourselves to the monastery. Jim’s gardening skills and my teaching experience would make us attractive candidates despite our unorthodox profiles. Several times I told Jim (over so many years, it’s easy to forget what stories you’ve told, and Jim seemed to like hearing some of them repeated) about a conversation I had with Brother Sean Sullivan when I worked there, part of Sean’s ongoing tongue-in-cheek attempt to recruit me for the monastery. “But I’m not Catholic,” I said to Sean. He smiled and said they could work with me on that. “But I have some problems with some of the vows,” I joked. He smiled more broadly, waved his hand, and said, “As long as you’re discreet.” Jim had known Sean and, like me, found him to be a thoroughly decent person. Although St. John’s was full of gay monks, Jim always made it clear that the conventional Christian teachings on homosexuality meant he could never take seriously any relationship to the church: “I cannot have anything to do with a tradition that wants to erase me.” (December 27, 1992)

More generally, he was skeptical about the value of religion in creating a progressive politics, a concern that predated my church affiliation:

I have been saying for years that we need to attend to the moral, ethical, spiritual part of our lives—but that that needs invention NOT a return to the Bible and the Christian myth necessarily (in fact, only as a last resort, because there are so many more promising tendencies loose in the land). I have the nagging feeling that the sudden rush in that direction is motivated by a kind of opportunism—that is, motivated more by what is seen as right-wing fundamentalist progress than by an authentic search and progress within our liberal/left ranks. If we proceed falsely along these lines, we will pay dearly in the long run (by being exposed as the frauds that we would be). (April 17, 1996)

Yet at the same time, he wasn’t completely hostile to religion. Later that same year he wrote:

I keep puddling around with various religious tendencies, but never do anything much about any one of them. Usually, in my life, if I need something I go about working toward a resolution of the need. Maybe I should just accept that I don’t have any real need in this arena. (October 3, 1996)

Jim also never thought of himself as an atheist. As I was getting ready to publish the book, he wrote that atheism was not a sensible category for him, “in the parallel sense that someone who does not believe in astrology isn’t called an a-astrologist, but is just someone who doesn’t pay attention to astrology in understanding the world.”

Given my history with Jim and our ongoing conversation about these matters, his distrust of my “conversion” seemed out of character. He didn’t think I was merely being opportunistic and never accused me of being a fraud, but instead claimed not to understand what I was doing:

I don’t have a clear idea of what “doing religion” means. In one sense, anyone who ponders the great questions is doing religion. In that case it is so general as to be pretty much empty. Another case I understand is someone who accepts some text or other as revealed truth from on high and mines the text for whatever is needed in specific circumstances. The latter is empty as far as I am concerned because I have nothing to add to that conversation. I keep asking you if you are “a person of faith” because if you are I have nothing to contribute to a continuing exchange, because that puts you in the latter box. You always say no. So, you must have some other way of construing religion that isn’t registering with me. (September 18, 2007)

My response to Jim at the time still holds for me today:

Yes, I think that’s true. I’m using the term “religion” in a way that doesn’t register for you. I think my best answer would be: Doing religion is recognizing that in a culture’s origin myths and stories of the divine there is a recurring wisdom worth mining. You might say that’s simply studying religion, not really doing religion. But when the doing is done in the context of a community with commitments to each other, I think it goes beyond studying and is a real doing. And I don’t see why that requires any supernatural beliefs.

For me, religion isn’t the quest for closure on the great questions or a clamoring for a definitive source of knowledge, but simply one productive framework for asking the questions with an awareness of their open-ended nature. Religion is a place to remind ourselves of our ignorance, in the sense that Wes Jackson’s and Wendell Berry’s “ignorance-based worldview” call us to humility. Religious scholar Jack Miles, editor of the Norton Anthology of World Religions,3 captures this:

Religion seems to me to assume one aspect when considered as a special claim to knowledge and quite another aspect when considered as a ritualized confession of ignorance.4

I continue to confess my ignorance in this fashion, attending St. Andrew’s and other churches, learning from Rigby’s thoughtful preaching and the congregation’s conversation, feeling a sense of communion with others. But just as important, I find church a place simply to rest, and when I rest there I often find myself thinking about Jim. What’s most ironic about all this is that for the first two years after Jim died, through the writing of this book, one of the places I have most regularly thought about him has been in church.

One of the few things I took from Jim’s house after his death was a small notebook that, based on Jim’s notes in it, he likely acquired while at Hampshire College. About 5 × 7 inches, with a black plastic cover, it was right size to slip into my pocket when leaving for church, and most of my notes in it connect ideas that came up in church, woven into my thoughts about Jim. There were two places I consistently went back to in that notebook. One was the first five verses of the Gospel of John:

       1.  In the beginning there was the Word; the Word was in God’s presence, and the Word was God.

       2.  The Word was present to God from the beginning.

       3.  Through the Word all things came into being, and apart from the Word nothing came into being that has come into being.

       4.  In the Word was life, and that life was humanity’s light—

       5.  A light that shines in the darkness, a Light that the darkness has never overtaken.5

I don’t know exactly what those lines mean, but I know that I am consistently drawn to pondering them and that when I read them I think of Jim. I find myself wishing I could ask him what sense he would make of “the Word was in God’s presence, and the Word was God.” Maybe he would dismiss the passage as “word salad,” but I still would like to ask him.

Sitting in church, the other place my mind routinely goes when thinking of Jim is to the symbols in the trinity: God, Jesus, Holy Spirit. Over and over, Rigby makes the point that the symbols of religion are designed to help us make sense of life, and we will fail to live fully if we mistake the symbols for the reality. In that notebook, I have been scribbling thoughts about how I think Jim would make sense of the trinity, even though I never heard him express an interest in the subject. In one place, I come to this conclusion:

God: The physical world, what we struggle to understand.

Jesus: The individual, who must choose how to act on that understanding.

Holy Spirit: What is beyond our understanding, what connects us to each other and to the larger living world in ways that don’t reduce to logic and evidence.

My shorthand for that: God is knowledge, Jesus is action, and the Holy Spirit is feeling. A complete life requires all three, and the absence of any one of those throws us out of balance. Would Jim agree? Would he even entertain the question? Would he indulge me? It doesn’t matter now—how I find ways to connect with my memory of Jim is up to me.

Perhaps the ultimate irony of all this is that even though he rejected church, Jim the Nature Mystic had more interesting observations about all this than I do. Like Jim, I’m a materialist, someone who looks for explanations of the world that do not require belief in unseen or unknown forces, while at the same time I recognize the limits of human knowledge to understand fully such a rich and complex world. Like Jim, I’m comfortable living without definitive knowledge about where the world came from or what happens when a life ends. But where Jim was open to exploring the spiritual while rejecting religion, for me, the opposite is true. I turn the phrase on its head: “I’m religious, not spiritual.” I go to church because of the structure, for the predictability of it, not in search of something beyond. I don’t go looking for something to believe in, but instead for what I know happens to me when I slow down and give myself over to the routine and the ritual. I go to church because every now and then something will happen during the service that gets me out of my head long enough to experience something that Jim had easier access to, a state of being in tune with the world, both its joy and grief. Jim’s struggle was to contain that experience so it didn’t overwhelm him, while my struggle is to break through to it.

For me, someone who lives so much in his head, words are the best way for me to connect, and of all the words I’ve heard in church, the most powerful are the last two lines of the Apostles’ Creed, as Rigby has translated them. Or, more accurately, as Rigby is translating them, since he returns to the original Latin from the late fourth century and regularly reconsiders the best way to put the text into contemporary language. The first time I heard Rigby speak his version in church I literally stopped breathing for a moment at the end. To this day, I can’t read or hear these words without feeling powerful emotions. Since Jim died, I can’t read or hear them without crying:

I trust in the Spirit of Life, the universality of faith, the essential unity of all who are of good will,

I believe that no mistake is final, that love does not die with the body, and that life itself is eternal.









THE SALAD AS SACRAMENTTHE SALAD AS SACRAMENT

Jim Koplin rejected organized religion and the need for a spiritual life mediated by any institution, but he recognized the importance of the sacred and looked for it in everyday life, especially in his relationship to food.

Jim described himself as a peasant cook. Eschewing the pretensions of a gourmet, he cooked like a farmer, with an acute awareness of how food comes to be. Jim believed that if one had fresh ingredients that had been grown properly, food did not need to be prepared in “fancy” ways to taste good. When I would visit Jim in the summer and we were eating out of his garden, the evening meal was whatever was ready to be picked. When I would ask how he was going to prepare the vegetable of the day, the answer was almost always steamed or blanched with “salt and pepper, a little butter,” which was all that was needed.

Jim’s standards for food were high, and the older he got the less tolerant he was of anything below his standards. During my early visits to Minneapolis after moving to Texas, summer meals often included sweet corn when it was in season. Jim remembered the rule about eating sweet corn from his farm days—have the water boiling when you go out to the field, to minimize the time from picking to eating—and had identified one farm stand in town that sold what he had determined was the best corn available, picked early in the morning and brought to town as fresh as one could find it off the farm. It was a family operation, with the mother staffing the stand in town. Jim referred to her as “the corn lady,” and I don’t recall if he knew her name. More important than her name was knowing where and when she was selling in Minneapolis, and Jim had to have been her most loyal customer, driving to wherever she set up.

During one visit in the late 2000s, I inquired about whether I could look forward to sweet corn for lunch. Jim shook his head. “The corn lady is gone,” he announced, the family had stopped selling in town. “Where do you get your corn now?” I asked. Jim explained that he had given up sweet corn, that there was never going to be corn that fresh available in Minneapolis. After the corn lady, it was unlikely that anything else would make the grade, and Jim said that at his age he didn’t have the energy to test other farm stands. He didn’t trust farmers’ markets to meet the corn lady’s standards, and buying corn in any store, including the food co-op where he shopped, meant eating ears that had been picked at least a day before, which was blasphemy.

In Minnesota, one cannot live on fresh vegetables year-round, of course, and Jim’s skills went well beyond the pot of boiling water. The foundation of his cooking came from the farm culture in which he grew up, and everywhere he lived he added to that knowledge, especially during the time he and Sally spent in the Provence region in the south of France in the 1970s. This knowledge was recorded on 3 × 5 notecards, stored in the same green tin recipe card box he had the entire time I knew him, neatly typed with handwritten footnotes as Jim experimented.

There were a few dishes that were special in Jim’s life, such as soupe au pistou, which he and Sally learned to cook in France and remained a favorite after they came back to the United States. He also developed a simple rice-and-greens dish that was cooked in one pan, adapted from a recipe he picked up in Tennessee while teaching at Vanderbilt, which became a staple of my cooking (see epilogue). All his friends have different favorite Koplin meals, but whatever our individual preferences for the entrée, there was The Koplin Salad. The ingredients were simple: lettuce and onions, olive oil, a dressing made of mustard and red wine vinegar, with a few seasonings, lightly applied, and a bit of blue cheese. For years I have used the same ingredients but have never replicated The Koplin Salad. The magic was in Koplin’s hands and heart.

When I was writing All My Bones Shake, I wanted to include a description of Jim’s sacramental approach to his salad, which he had written about in a letter to another friend in the early 1980s. I had first read that letter, which Jim had photocopied and shared with a few others, in 1996. At that point, he had lost his original, but Diane Conners had a copy, which he retrieved and copied for me. “The Salad as Sacrament” letter had become a classic within the Koplin network.

Then I lost my copy, and Jim sent it to me again in 2007 as I was working on the book, with a few notes of explanation:

The salad does not mediate between me and something else—it is what it is. I did not evolve this procedure to mimic my understanding of christian communion. It evolved organically from my understanding of what was important in a day—motivated by hanging out with local farmers in France (piled on top of my background, particularly with my grandmother).

It seems fairly obvious to me that communion was ripped off directly from the pagan habits, as were the major feast days.

This was written in maybe 1983–84. Note that I do not capitalize many words, and that is by design.

Below is Jim’s letter, which he wrote to a friend who had been raised in a Catholic family with parents who were active in the church. As was typical of Jim’s thinking, he was working through issues in the context of relationships rather than in some abstract realm.

[image: ]

Here follows some stuff on spirituality under the working title:

THE SALAD AS SACRAMENT

FIRST, A BRIEF RECAP OF OUR SPIRITUAL HISTORIES. HOW WE GOT TO THIS PRESENT MOMENT SEEMS CRUCIALLY IMPORTANT TO THE QUESTIONS WE HAVE AND THE POSSIBLE DIRECTIONS TO BE TAKEN.

My father took me to the German Lutheran Church to be baptized in 1933. The minister asked for $10. My father took me home. That was my only formal contact with organized religion. No baptism, no confirmation classes, no church on Sunday. I did grow up in a christian community, and some of that had to soak in—celebrations of christmas, etc. Some prayers when I was little of the “Now I lay me down to sleep” variety. Nothing that ever really got internalized into my sense of being. In my growing up years, through an accident of geography, my closest friends were catholic (in a region that was overwhelmingly protestant). The priest in the town was the only educated person I ever talked to. This put a lot of pressure on me to become catholic (I had long ago decided that as far as christianity went the protestants were nowhere . . . it was catholic or nothing). I did a lot of study, introspection, went through periods of doubt, and crisis. Many nearly all-night talks with my friends—because I was smart and had done my homework, these came to stand-offs at best. Around about late high school this and other adolescent crises got resolved. This meant an end to flirting with christianity and a resolve to find my own spiritual path. Explorations, probes in many directions. For example, while you did a paper in college on the beguines, I did one my first year on judaism—learned all about the conservative, reform, orthodox traditions, and why it is not fair to talk about our “judeo-christian” heritage. There are enough differences to make the hyphen unfair.

I have always and do view myself as a very spiritual person—very earth-centered . . . most closely with the pre-christian pagan earth religions, though I’ve never felt moved to join a coven. The latter is the only organized body for spiritual purposes I could fathom joining.

As one of my gay pagan-practicing friends observed—for him it is more difficult to “come-out” to people as a “pagan” than it is as “gay.”

[The letter moves on to Jim’s description of the upbringing in a traditional Catholic family of the friend he is writing to.]

The only point of this summing up is this: Questions and opinions and vague senses of what’s next for the two of us are laid upon very different foundations. It will take real effort to stay in communication (an effort I consider invaluable). Because of our histories, you will always be “haunted by the holy ghost” and I will not (or to a significantly lesser degree). That is not a value judgment—just an attempt to state an important fact.

A break to walk across Powderhorn Park to the co-op to buy some food. Beautiful out there, very snowy. Must be spectacular where you live on a day like this.

I am much inspired by the Wendell Berry talk about all the separations and the need to heal them. And especially by Audre Lorde who writes about the separation of the spiritual from the political, and the spiritual from the erotic. My goal is to re-integrate all of these things so that there isn’t a time and place labeled religious, or political, or erotic, but that all of these things are manifested in varying degrees in the activities of my daily rounds. So that, for example, the erotic is not just and only something one does in bed through pelvic muscle thrusts culminating in orgasm (right now it doesn’t include that at all for me). That may sound like so much word salad, and in thinking about ways to make it real one of my routines came into focus:

Hence—the salad salad.

Every day I end my evening meal with a salad (learned this from the peasants in France). It’s almost always the same, constructed in the same way, whether alone or for company. One evening, after a letter or a talk with you, I was pondering all this and began to pay careful attention to what I was doing.

The parallels to the daily mass of a priest flashed all over the place. Wow, I said, this is my daily sacrament.

I put on a vestment (my blue and white striped apron). Put items in order (including two bottles of fluid—wine and vinegar in this case—several utensils). Follow a careful ritual as to what precedes what (always the oil first, then the vinegar with a little mustard stirred in). All this is elaborate—you’ll have to watch me sometime. I don’t say specific prayers, but this is the time of day when I meditate upon my connection to the earth through the food I eat. The food is shared with friends and jointly appreciated (my reputation as a salad maker is solid). Then we don’t say these words, but the spirit of them gets communicated: The meal is ended, go in peace.

Please don’t take this as blasphemous. I really mean to draw something important from writing this way.

I’ve even ritualized the cleaning of the utensils, put them away in a specific way for the next use.

One major difference. I don’t view the material that gets ingested as mediated between me and anything (“Do this in memory of me”). It is simply and directly what it is—my connection to the earth.

A principle with me is to take an active part in my care-taking each day, particularly with respect to food. A good way to avoid total head trips. When I visit my friends in Alex [Alexandria, Minnesota] the cooking habits are pretty alien to me, so I always wash the dishes after meals. Cal fusses at me about being this “feminist” man who does this stuff to ingratiate myself with women (the fact that I’m gay slips very far into the background up there). No, Cal, I insist on being part of my sustenance every day.

You seem to be disillusioned with organized religion, but at the same time facing a kind of void. Please at least consider that you really have everything you need, only you have not found a way to properly “name” it (still being trapped into thinking dichotomies and compartments).

About to stop, except for one more anecdote: Do we have in our short friendship any common experience to illustrate all this? Yes. Our afternoon together at [campus]. I have the same warm glow that you wrote about—and am wary of too much wording-about (for experiences that truly matter). It had a major spiritual component for me. A valued connection to a friend, and through that a connection to the “communion of men and women” that Wendell Berry talks about, and through that a connection to all living things of the Earth (many of whom/which were along that afternoon).
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A SPECIES OUT OF CONTEXTA SPECIES OUT OF CONTEXT

The disagreements Jim and I had over the value of religion in helping us sort out the human condition turned out not to run very deep. Being very serious people, we took the arguments seriously, but eventually we realized that our differences reflected not radically different evaluations of the world but our different personalities and histories. In addition to being very serious, Jim and I were mildly quirky people, and most of the time our quirks ran parallel. When our quirks crossed, it just took a bit of time to adjust, and in the case of our religious differences we fairly quickly returned to our old rhythms. But by then something more important had changed, not in our relationship but in the focus of our conversations and our evaluation of the state of the world.

I spent the first twenty years of my life with Jim trying to figure out how the world worked and how to intervene in the world politically to make it work better. For the last four years with Jim, we spent more time talking about how the world might wind down, not for us personally in the short run but for the species in a larger time frame. Jim had for some time believed that a significant shift by humans toward a sustainable relationship with the living world was unlikely, and with each passing year he lowered his estimate of what was possible given the realities of current human systems and the level of ecological damage. I held on longer to a belief that political activity could produce the necessary shift, but I ended up in the same place as Jim.

This conclusion didn’t spark for either of us withdrawal from the world into some kind of nihilistic, narcissistic isolation. We both kept plugging away at the various projects in our lives, and we continued to talk about what kind of commitments made the most sense for each of us, given our assessment of the past and best guess about the future. Since Jim’s life was winding down, much of that conversation centered on my choices about what kind of local organizing I should get involved in and what I should be writing.

Ironically, in that conversation we found ourselves often coming back to the stories that serve as the bookends for Christianity: the expulsion from the garden in the first book of the Hebrew Bible and the end times from the last book of the New Testament. While Jim and I still talked at length about the present, we found ourselves increasingly focused on the past and the future, all of which are mixed up with each other. As one of the characters in Paul Thomas Anderson’s 1999 film Magnolia says, “The book says, ‘We may be through with the past, but the past ain’t through with us.’”

In those last few years, when we talked so often in his living room, with me sitting in my chair in the corner and Jim lying on the futon couch, both of us could look up and see a print hanging on the wall, Deserted Gardens by the twentieth-century Danish artist Lars Bo. Jim said he and Sally had bought the print during a period when they went to New York regularly and dabbled in the art/culture scene, a passing phase in their lives. In the print, the garden—a stand of white-barked trees with green leaves that are ringed by a black wrought iron circular fence—dominates the left half of the frame, with birds flying away in a sky that is the same dirt-brown color of the ground on which the small figures of Adam and Eve are walking away from the garden.

I spent a lot of time looking at that print as Jim and I talked, my mind often wandering back to that interpretation of the Genesis story that we had first heard from Wes Jackson—the idea that the fall of the species had come roughly ten thousand years ago with the invention of agriculture. Prior to the domestication of plants and animals, human beings had relied on the “tree of life,” living as gatherers and hunters on what ecosystems generated without significant human intervention. With agriculture, humans dramatically changed their relationship to the larger living world, taking (partial) control of processes that had been governed by nature’s self-regulating systems. Having eaten the fruit from the “tree of the knowledge of good and evil,” humans were claiming the right, and the ability, to manage the world’s systems as if we were gods. Whatever one might argue about our right to do these things, it is clear that we don’t have the ability to run the planet, competently or responsibly. We long ago, as a species, went beyond the scale and scope of our competence, with the disastrous results that are evident all around us. Most crippling has been our work as Homo Homogenizer, as we chip away at the diversity of Creation, unraveling complex systems that we don’t have the capacity to understand fully, and in the process destroying countless forms of life.

The technological fundamentalists—those who have an endless faith in human cleverness, no matter what the evidence of human failure—see no reason to think cautiously. The title of a book by an environmentalist, The God Species: Saving the Planet in the Age of Humans,1 neatly captures that philosophy: Technological fundamentalists believe humans can play God and control an infinitely complex universe with adequate foresight and competence to save not only ourselves but the planet. Our mounting failures seem only to increase the fundamentalists’ certainty. In 1968, Stewart Brand began the Whole Earth Catalog with that famous line, “We are as gods and might as well get good at it.”2 Four decades later, Brand remained the loyal technological fundamentalist, arguing that his suggestion had become an imperative: “We are as gods and HAVE to get good at it.”3

Jim and I found this hubris annoying, but we also realized that there is potential for arrogance in criticizing the arrogant. There are problems that don’t have solutions, at least not solutions that are imaginable within anything like current systems. Jim and I were firm in our commitment to confronting this reality, no matter how painful. But it’s easy to understand why many people might prefer to continue to spin solutions, even if they are based on a certain amount of reality-denial.

Jim and I talked more and more about the need to go easy on ourselves as a species, again taking our lead from Wes Jackson, who frames our problems as stemming in part from humans being “a species out of context.”4 We are trying to cope with circumstances with which we have no evolutionary history. If modern humans—animals like us, with our brain capacity—have been on the planet about two hundred thousand years, that means that we’ve lived within the hierarchical systems launched by agriculture for only about 5 percent of human history, and far less if we think of that evolutionary history as including other hominins. We are living today in social, political, and economic systems in which we did not evolve as a species and to which we are still struggling to adapt.

I regularly teach a class of three hundred students; through most of our species’ history, people would not have interacted with that many other humans in an entire lifetime. Research on human social networks suggest that there is a limit on the “natural” size of a human social group of about one hundred fifty members, which is determined by our cognitive capacity. This has been called “Dunbar’s number,” the number of individuals with whom any one of us can maintain stable relationships.5 Today we rarely think about how what we take to be normal ways of organizing human societies—such as nation-states with capitalist economies—are radically different than ways we lived for almost all of our evolutionary history, in small and much more egalitarian social groups. Two crucial things have resulted from this change, one political and one ecological.

Politically, the ability to stockpile food made possible concentrations of power and resulting hierarchies that were foreign to gathering-hunting societies. This is not to say that humans were not capable of doing bad things to each other prior to agriculture, but only that what we understand as large-scale institutionalized oppression has its roots in agriculture. We need not romanticize pre-agricultural life to recognize the ways in which agriculture made possible dramatically different levels of injustice.

Ecologically, the invention of agriculture kicked off this intensive human assault on natural systems. Gathering-hunting humans were capable of damaging a local ecosystem, but the large-scale destruction we cope with today has its origins in agriculture, when humans began exhausting the carbon of the soil, what Jackson has described as the first step in the entrenchment of an extractive economy and Jared Diamond has called “the worst mistake in human history.”6

Is it any surprise that we are doing such a poor job on the criteria of justice and sustainability? We are out of context, trying to make sense of systems and ways of living that overwhelm our abilities, no matter how clever and inventive we have been or will be. That’s not an excuse for any individual’s cruelty or corruption, and not an endorsement of cynical claims that human beings are inescapably greedy to the point of self-imposed extinction. It’s simply a reminder that we are animals with an evolutionary history, living in ecosystems that we can manipulate but not transcend. We increasingly are out of sync with ourselves and with the larger world, as the human population grows based on unsustainable practices and failed institutions. Out of sync and out of meaningful options for business-as-usual. We scramble to fix problems we have created, but within systems of understanding that consistently produce solutions that create new problems we can’t foresee. That helps make it clear why Jim believed that the question of the twenty-first century would be, “Can a flawed [human] race play God without encrypting its own flaws into the experiment?” (May 18, 2003)

Jim wasn’t the betting type, and there is no way to know what is possible within the physical constraints of the world that we are despoiling. But we are likely to maximize our possibilities for a decent human future if we recognize that as a species we face a unique challenge: We have to self-consciously impose limits on ourselves if we are to survive. All life on this planet is a constant search for energy-rich carbon, and we are part of that process. In a world of gatherers and hunters, we could purse those sources of energy without concern, since we didn’t have the knowledge or technology that now makes that pursuit so dangerous. Today the task is to learn how to impose limits—not just as individuals finding the willpower to resist an extra dessert, but as an entire species setting and enforcing a cap on how much of that carbon we can consume.7 We must do that recognizing that the 7 billion people on the planet consume dramatically different levels of energy, some far too much and some not enough for a decent life, and there are no easy or obvious political vehicles for equalizing that consumption; that the global capitalist system is predicated on growth and that attempts to lower energy consumption will be undermined by that system’s greed-based imperatives; and that no one has proposed anything that resembles a coherent plan for achieving what must be done. It’s likely that such a plan has not been proposed because no such plan is feasible.

There is no guarantee that the skills that allowed us to expand to 7 billion people across the planet will be adequate to this challenge. Jim speculated in writing about something he had said in conversation many times before: “It may be that the ‘big brain’ will prove to be a failed experiment in evolution (before too long). This is not a sad thing, or a happy one—it’s ‘just history.’” (February 13, 1999)

Jim always thought historically, which for him meant starting 4.5 billion years ago when the planet was formed, with multicellular life emerging in the Cambrian Explosion 540 million years ago, and something like a human showing up 2 to 3 million years ago. This helps remind us that the high-energy/high-technology period of human existence kicked off 250 years with the industrial revolution—which most modern First World people take to be the period of history that really matters—is a comma in a footnote to the story of life on this planet. But as anyone attentive to grammar knows, a misplaced comma can change the meaning of a sentence and change the direction of a life.

On a corkboard next to his desk at home, in the back bedroom that looked out on his garden, Jim was assembling a timeline to help himself make sense of the history. I didn’t realize he was working on this until after he died, and it’s not clear how he had hoped to develop it. It may have just been Jim “tinkering,” but whatever his aim for the project, he believed it was impossible to make sense of the problems we humans have created for ourselves without this deep sense of history.

Jim’s personal experience gave him a particularly deep sense of history, given that he really had lived in three centuries.8 The farm on which he was born in 1933 was not much different from those of the nineteenth century, before easy access to high-density energy changed American rural life. When his mother gave birth to him in that snowstorm, there were no electric lights to switch on when it got dark and no furnace to turn up when it got cold, no four-wheel-drive pickup for a trip to the hospital. That spring, his father put in the crop behind a plow pulled by a team of horses.

Jim lived through the rapid modernization of the twentieth century and the emergence of the information age of the twenty-first. That’s a lot of historical change to experience firsthand. In the dominant culture, the story of Jim’s lifespan is told in breathless wonder as an account of unprecedented progress. Jim was not particularly nostalgic for the world of his youth and didn’t yearn for a return of some mythical golden age, but he believed that any talk of progress had to include an honest account of what Ronald Wright has called “progress traps,”9 the problems humans inadvertently introduce when seeking to improve their lives and then can’t solve, the many ways our cleverness gets us in trouble. Telling that story, Jim believed, was not negative or depressing, but necessary to anchor our thinking about the future in the clearest possible understanding of the past.

I don’t recall Jim ever being depressed about any of this. He spoke often about living with that sense of profound grief, but that is quite different from depression. His grief came from coming to terms with reality, not hiding from it. Jim had saved his own life as a child not by pretending that his abusive drunken father was a nice guy, but by formulating a survival strategy based on reality. That was the way he approached his life and our collective life.

Jim talked often in his last few years about being glad he was older, which meant he likely would not be around for the worst of the coming ecological disasters, but I never once heard him talk about checking out early. During Jim’s life, he and I talked about more books than I could ever read, but after he died I went back through that long list and pulled out titles that I hoped would help me better understand my friend. One of those was October the First Is Too Late by the science-fiction writer Fred Hoyle. In that book a character voices a philosophy that made me think of Jim:

In your time, everything of importance always lay in the future. You worked for the future, you were dominated by a sense of progress. The path along which you walked was always less important than the view around the next corner. Our philosophy is quite different. We have strong ideas of how life should be lived. If the conditions we believe to be necessary can no longer be met we would prefer there to be no future.10

Jim never said that he preferred there be no future. He loved specific people and specific places too much for that, especially his gardens in the backyard and the nearby lot. Whatever else was going on, there was joy to be found working alongside his neighbors Ila Duntemann and James Holdman, with whom he shared the work of gardening and the harvest. His papier-mâché skills would always be needed, and appreciated, at the puppet theatre. When he put in his volunteer time at the Land Stewardship Project, Jim was always on the lookout for anyone open to a discussion about history and ecology who might be ready for his critical perspective. He had to make sure there were adequate floral arrangements at the Mayday Café. And then there was the work of attending to his small army of friends, local and far flung, who depended on the steady flow of conversation, phone calls, and letters, and his regular visits to Sox Sperry and Lisa Tsetse (around his birthday in late January), and Diane and Dean Conners (planting and harvest time).

Although Jim lived alone, I never worried that he would be lonely, given all the people who loved him and wanted to connect with him. If I called Jim at the end of the day in summer, he would often say he couldn’t talk long because it was time for “beverages” next door, which usually meant a beer with Ila after a good day’s work in the garden. Barring an emergency on my end, beverages took precedence, part of the rhythm of a life he had worked out to make it possible to bear that deep grief.

And then there is Oskar Riemann.

Jim Koplin loved many people in many overlapping ways. When I talk to Sox, I hear echoes of my relationship to Jim. Although Sox and I had very different connections to Jim, there was a common core. Each of us had our own special place in his life, but each of us occupied considerable space that we shared with others. When we gathered after his death, I had a sense that all of his closest friends knew the same Jim Koplin in roughly the same way.

Oskar and Jim, however, well, they were on their own trip, sharing something that was unique to them, something all of Jim’s friends marveled at. Jim quoted often Wendell Berry’s observation that we live on “the human estate of grief and joy.” Jim shared that experience of grief and joy with many of us, but we all understood that at the end of his life, Jim had found a different kind of joy with Oskar.

Joe Riemann was one of the friends Jim had met in the last decade of his life, connecting through mutual interest in progressive politics and developing a lively ongoing conversation about life. I felt a bit nostalgic for my long-ago Fridays with Koplin at the Upper Crust when I learned Jim and Joe had developed their own routine on Friday morning, which was Joe’s day off. After Oskar was born, Joe began bringing him along, and as Oskar got older, the Friday visit was no longer Joe with Oskar but Joe and Oskar.

I met Oskar for the first time when I was in town during one of those Friday morning meetings. Instead of convening at Jim’s house, where the three of them typically met, we all got together at the Mayday Café. It didn’t go well, with Oskar pitching a fit from the moment he laid eyes on me. It could have just been a toddler’s random fussiness, but Jim and I both assumed that Oskar’s reaction was a clear statement that he was not interested in some stranger messing up his time with Jim. I took it in stride, and actually found it endearing. In the rare subsequent visits, Oskar adapted to my presence, fitting me into his picture of Jim’s life. I’m glad for that, because if Jim had been forced to choose between me and Oskar, I had no illusions about who would have won out.

At Jim’s house, the two of them made creative use of cardboard boxes and Jim’s collection of papier-mâché objects for indoor play, but the real connection was formed outside, where Oskar showed an affinity for gardening and Jim let him dig. Jim, who disliked adults’ fussy obsession with children so common in contemporary middle class society, didn’t make a big show of his affection for Oskar, but the intensity of the connection—coming from both directions—was clear. When Oskar needed to be fitted for glasses at an early age and selected the same black plastic frames that both Jim and Joe wore, it was a bit otherworldly to see Jim and Oskar together, separated by sixty-five years in age but seemingly of one mind.

A week after Jim died, Joe, Oskar, and Oskar’s new infant brother Hugo met Ila at Jim’s house to spend some time saying good-bye. Ila, who was Jim’s executor, had laid out most of Jim’s belongings for friends to take home as a remembrance, and Oskar picked out some tools and garden equipment, which would have made Jim very happy. Joe described what happened at the end of the visit:

Before we left I was getting things together and noticed Oskar had grabbed a marker and started drawing on a May Day poster. I didn’t stop him in time. Ila asked what it was, and Oskar said, “I drew Jim on there.” In the car, Oskar talked about Jim a lot. He said, “I feel like Jim was still alive there. That’s why I drew his picture on that thing.”









LEAVING THE PLANET GRACEFULLYLEAVING THE PLANET GRACEFULLY

In Jim’s last years, as the evidence mounted that dramatic ecological changes were inevitable, Jim saw in Oskar the hope of a new generation, the dawning of a new day, the promise of a new era.

Scratch that. That line is for the Hollywood version of Jim Koplin’s life, the one with the feel-good ending. Try this, the Vergas version, with the honest ending:

In Jim’s last years, as the evidence mounted that dramatic ecological changes were inevitable, Jim became increasingly annoyed with people who kept insisting that we had to have hope for a new generation, a new day, a new era.

Jim loved Oskar, and Jim recognized that love as a great gift in the last years of his life. Jim loved me and lots of other people, and he knew how much we loved him. Jim loved his place in the world, among the tomato plants and raspberry bushes, at the café, with his childhood friends in rural Minnesota. But those loves did not change his assessment of the trajectory of the human species or lead him to spin feel-good fantasies. Jim believed the constant demand that “we have to have hope” was too often a form of denial, a way people kept themselves from looking at the dire state of the world. Over time he decided he was against hope, as it was indulged in the dominant culture.

Here’s Wendell Berry, one of Jim’s favorite writers, on the subject in one of his Sabbath poems:

It is hard to have hope. It is harder as you grow old,

for hope must not depend on feeling good

and there is the dream of loneliness at absolute midnight.

You also have withdrawn belief in the present reality

of the future, which surely will surprise us,

and hope is harder when it cannot come by prediction

any more than by wishing. But stop dithering.

The young ask the old to hope. What will you tell them?

Tell them at least what you say to yourself. 1

Here’s what Jim, never the dithering type, said to himself (and to me, and I assume to others who were ready to hear it): The last task of the human species is to learn to leave the planet gracefully.

Jim didn’t believe in grace bestowed by a loving God (or by a vengeful God, for that matter), but he did believe people could be graceful in how they chose to live. Learning to leave the planet gracefully wasn’t an argument for some kind of elegantly choreographed mass suicide, but rather a call to live today in ways that minimize the human assault on the larger living world and help us become our most graceful and gracious selves. Like Berry, Jim thought the present predictions of the future were of little value, and that hope couldn’t be based on predictions. But whatever future awaits us, Jim believed that we were better off living gracefully.

None of this has anything to do with giving in to despair or giving up. Jim’s philosophy asked much more of people than the platitudes of the hope-peddlers, whether secular or religious; he understood that continuing to struggle for justice and sustainability when there was no evidence to support hope was the mark of real courage and character. Jim scoffed at survivalists who might share his view that a future likely would be grim—cultivating frugality and community self-reliance was always valuable, but stockpiling shotgun shells and dried food was no answer. Jim didn’t give up on his obligations to others and to the world, because he understood that struggle as his obligation to himself, to being the best person he could.

Jim looked around contemporary society and saw few fellow travelers on this path. The technological fundamentalists offered fantasies of magical gadgets on Earth. The religious fundamentalists indulged fantasies of deliverance to another place. Jim rejected both but saw the seductive promises of high-energy/high-technology “solutions” as the most dangerous. Even people who claim to reject that glorification of technology often were secretly betting on it. A year after his death, in one of those many moments I wished I could pick up the phone and call Jim, I had an exchange with a fellow leftist that showed how difficult it was to put forward a critical analysis that was honest in this way.

“The Future Must Be Green, Red, Black and Female,” the manifesto mentioned in “Pushing Further,” emerged out of my concern that those with a sustainability vision could too easily short-change the justice vision. After I published that essay online, a short summary of the piece appeared in the weekly email from PopularResistance.org, which described itself as seeking

to aid in bringing movements for peace, justice, economic fairness and environmental protection together into an independent, nonviolent and diverse movement that can end the power of concentrated wealth, shift power to the people and put human needs before corporate greed.2

No argument from me about that goal, but the way my essay was summarized distorted the message.3 Here’s what I wrote to the website:

Thanks for linking to my essay in the latest Popular Resistance email.

I have one bit of feedback. The link to my work comes under the subhead “A time of crisis and opportunity,” and begins:

“We live in a time of crisis, but also in a time of opportunity. Robert Jensen tells us that we must face reality: ‘If today, everywhere on the planet, everyone made a commitment to the research and organizing necessary to ramp down the demands that the human project places on ecosystems, we could possibly create a plan for a sustainable human presence on the planet, with a dramatic reduction in consumption and a gradual reduction of population.’”

That key word in that sentence is “could,” because I go on to say:

“But when we reflect on our history as a species and the nature of the systems that govern our lives today, the sensible conclusion is that the steps we need to take won’t be taken, at least not in the time frame available for meaningful change. This is not defeatist. This is not cowardly. This is not self-indulgent. This is reality, and sensible planning should be reality-based.”

I believe in organizing for social justice and ecological sustainability, and I spend more of my own time, energy, and money on these projects than I ever have. But the point of my essay was to come to terms with the fact that we have to face not only what we can achieve, but what we almost certainly can’t achieve at this point in history, given the damage already done and the forces unleashed.

As I argue in the essay, that need not paralyze us. Instead, it can help us make better choices about what kind of organizing is likely most productive, given the realities that we have long been ignoring.

So, I think your incomplete quotation from the essay likely leads readers to an interpretation that strays from what I argue in the piece.

The response from Popular Resistance was polite but avoided the challenge I was offering to traditional “we can fix it if we work harder” organizing. The question isn’t whether we should continue to organize for justice and sustainability—I agree that we should—but whether we can tell the truth about the state of the world. I responded one last time, not so much to try to change anyone’s mind but because I don’t like people avoiding the issue:

My own view is that in addition to participating in and highlighting the successes of existing organizing projects, we need to talk more about what’s coming. Out of an understandable desire to keep people in movements focused on what can be achieved in the moment, I believe we are avoiding our obligation to prepare for the serious changes that are coming, likely sooner than we imagine. I included myself in this critique; I fall prey to this as well. That’s partly why I keep writing about this, to force myself to face it.

I agree that no one can predict how close we are to transformation, just as no one can predict how close we may be to a major ecological collapse/massive social dislocation. But we have to make our best estimates based on what evidence there is, and right now I think the evidence suggests the collapse/dislocation will arrive before any serious transformation. That’s the future we are not prepared for, and for the most part are not preparing for. I fear that if we don’t talk about this on the left, we cede the territory to “doomers” and right-wing populists, whose “solutions” we would find unacceptable.

The more graceful path that Jim advocated and tried to live, albeit imperfectly, means dramatically lower consumption of energy and materials, and the recognition that in the future there would have to be fewer people on the planet. Jim believed in the importance of modeling that way of living but understood that the level of change required could be achieved only through collective action, through politics. At the same time, he didn’t believe that the kind of change required could be achieved within any existing frameworks and thought that should be acknowledged out loud instead of whispered behind closed doors.

Again, to be clear: Jim didn’t think his own decisions about how to live were the answer, either. Although he was the most frugal person I knew living in a city, Jim didn’t fool himself into thinking he was living a sustainable lifestyle. He drove a car, ate in restaurants, burned fossil fuel to heat his home. The point wasn’t to construct some allegedly sustainable bubble in an otherwise unsustainable world in order to feel better about himself. Instead, he cultivated habits that he thought were important on that more graceful path.

Jim had no illusions, about the personal or political. Two decades earlier, thinking about these questions, Jim had written to me with a sense of urgency about the need to do more than simply confront the fossil-fuel industry, to get to the core problem of modern society’s dependence on excessive energy. He worried that if a significant challenge were not mounted soon, “we will pass into the sleep from which there is no awakening.” (June 6, 1991) A few years after that he confided:

I do see things now to be more desperate than at any time in my memory. The disasters lurking are universal and global. The previous problems were relatively local and self-contained. And, as I said on the phone, I have a sense of the possibilities closing down as opposed to opening up, as I felt even in the worst of times in the ’60s. (January 31, 1995)

In our most unguarded moments together in the last few years of his life, this was the subject of many of our conversations, as well as the source of all of our silences, those moments when we both were left without words because it felt too overwhelming to say out loud what we both thought: The culture had already passed into that sleep from which there would be no awakening.

For Jim, this awareness demanded no particular change in his daily life. He continued to garden, lend a hand at the Land Stewardship Project, read extensively and share what he learned with others, and support his younger friends involved in political and artistic endeavors. My decisions about local organizing were set for the coming years after groups I was part of bought property and began establishing a progressive community center in Austin. But after publishing the book on religion, I had to decide where to focus on my writing and speaking. With Jim’s blessing, I decided it was time to get apocalyptic—not in the context of fundamentalist Christianity (more on the meaning of the term shortly) but in the sense of not backing down from what the evidence from the world reveals.

In Arguing for Our Lives,4 the last book of mine that Jim read in draft (but did not live to see published), I introduced the material on critical thinking with an acknowledgement of the anxiety that so many feel living in an unsustainable society, and ended the book with a recommendation that people not turn away from the anguish that such knowledge can bring. After that, I wrote a long pamphlet/short book titled We Are All Apocalyptic Now,5 which made a more explicit argument for not backing down from blunt talk about the state of the world. If I had tried to publish such a thing when Jim and I first started discussing these matters in the 1990s, few on the left would have paid any attention. When I did publish it a year after Jim died, it didn’t seem quite as crazy to many. By 2013, such a framing of the ecological crises was not widely accepted in the mainstream, but in critical circles there were more people willing to talk about it.

Still, I was surprised when YES! Magazine, a great publication but one that focuses on solutions and tries to stay upbeat, asked me to condense the argument into an article, which appeared in the summer 2013 issue.6 The words are mostly mine—friends of Jim will recognize a few of his signature phrases—but the ideas are the product of my life with Jim, and I want to believe that he would have liked it and agreed that it was worth reproducing it here:
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GET APOCALYPTIC: Why Radical is the New Normal

Feeling anxious about life in a broken-down society on a stressed-out planet? That’s hardly surprising: Life as we know it is almost over. While the dominant culture encourages dysfunctional denial—pop a pill, go shopping, find your bliss—there’s a more sensible approach: Accept the anxiety, embrace the deeper anguish—and then get apocalyptic.

We are staring down multiple cascading ecological crises, struggling with political and economic institutions that are unable even to acknowledge, let alone cope with, the threats to the human family and the larger living world. We are intensifying an assault on the ecosystems in which we live, undermining the ability of that living world to sustain a large-scale human presence into the future. When all the world darkens, looking on the bright side is not a virtue but a sign of irrationality.

In these circumstances, anxiety is rational and anguish is healthy, signs not of weakness but of courage. A deep grief over what we are losing—and have already lost, perhaps never to be recovered—is appropriate. Instead of repressing these emotions we can confront them, not as isolated individuals but collectively, not only for our own mental health but to increase the effectiveness of our organizing for the social justice and ecological sustainability still within our grasp. Once we’ve sorted through those reactions, we can get apocalyptic and get down to our real work.

Perhaps that sounds odd, since we are routinely advised to overcome our fears and not give in to despair. Endorsing apocalypticism seems even stranger, given associations with “end-timer” religious reactionaries and “doomer” secular survivalists. People with critical sensibilities, those concerned about justice and sustainability, think of ourselves as realistic and less likely to fall for either theological or science-fiction fantasies.

Many associate “apocalypse” with the rapture-ranting that grows out of some interpretations of the Christian Book of Revelation (aka, the Apocalypse of John), but it’s helpful to remember that the word’s original meaning is not “end of the world.” “Revelation” from Latin and “apocalypse” from Greek both mean a lifting of the veil, a disclosure of something hidden, a coming to clarity. Speaking apocalyptically, in this sense, can deepen our understanding of the crises and help us see through the many illusions that powerful people and institutions create.

But there is an ending we have to confront. Once we’ve honestly faced the crises, then we can deal with what is ending—not all the world, but the systems that currently structure our lives. Life as we know it is, indeed, coming to an end.

Let’s start with the illusions: Some stories we have told ourselves—claims by white people, men, or U.S. citizens that domination is natural and appropriate—are relatively easy to debunk (though many cling to them). Other delusional assertions—such as the claim that capitalism is compatible with basic moral principles, meaningful democracy, and ecological sustainability—require more effort to take apart (perhaps because there seems to be no alternative).

But toughest to dislodge may be the central illusion of the industrial world’s extractive economy: that we can maintain indefinitely a large-scale human presence on the earth at something like current First-World levels of consumption. The task for those with critical sensibilities is not just to resist oppressive social norms and illegitimate authority, but to speak a simple truth that almost no one wants to acknowledge: The high-energy/high-technology life of affluent societies is a dead end. We can’t predict with precision how resource competition and ecological degradation will play out in the coming decades, but it is ecocidal to treat the planet as nothing more than a mine from which we extract and a landfill into which we dump.

We cannot know for sure what time the party will end, but the party’s over.

Does that seem histrionic? Excessively alarmist? Look at any crucial measure of the health of the ecosphere in which we live—groundwater depletion, topsoil loss, chemical contamination, increased toxicity in our own bodies, the number and size of “dead zones” in the oceans, accelerating extinction of species, and reduction of biodiversity—and ask a simple question: Where are we heading? . . .

The political/social implications are clear: There are no solutions to our problems if we insist on maintaining the high-energy/high-technology existence lived in much of the industrialized world (and desired by many currently excluded from it). Many tough-minded folk who are willing to challenge other oppressive systems hold on tightly to this lifestyle. The critic Fredric Jameson has written, “It is easier to imagine the end of the world than to imagine the end of capitalism,” but that’s only part of the problem—for some, it may be easier to imagine the end of the world than to imagine the end of air conditioning.

We do live in end-times, of a sort. Not the end of the world—the planet will carry on with or without us—but the end of the human systems that structure our politics, economics, and social life. “Apocalypse” need not involve heavenly rescue fantasies or tough-guy survival talk; to get apocalyptic means seeing clearly and recommitting to core values.

First, we must affirm the value of our work for justice and sustainability, even though there is no guarantee we can change the disastrous course of contemporary society. We take on projects that we know may fail because it’s the right thing to do, and by doing so we create new possibilities for ourselves and the world. Just as we all know that someday we will die and yet still get out of bed every day, an honest account of planetary reality need not paralyze us.

Then let’s abandon worn-out clichés such as, “The American people will do the right thing if they know the truth,” or “Past social movements prove the impossible can happen.”

There is no evidence that awareness of injustice will automatically lead U.S. citizens, or anyone else, to correct it. When people believe injustice is necessary to maintain their material comfort, some accept those conditions without complaint.

Social movements around race, gender, and sexuality have been successful in changing oppressive laws and practices, and to a lesser degree in shifting deeply held beliefs. But the movements we most often celebrate, such as the post-World War II civil rights struggle, operated in a culture that assumed continuing economic expansion. We now live in a time of permanent contraction—there will be less, not more, of everything. Pressuring a dominant group to surrender some privileges when there is an expectation of endless bounty is a very different project than when there is intensified competition for resources. That doesn’t mean nothing can be done to advance justice and sustainability, only that we should not be glib about the inevitability of it.

Here’s another cliché to jettison: Necessity is the mother of invention. During the industrial era, humans exploiting new supplies of concentrated energy have generated unprecedented technological innovation in a brief time. But there is no guarantee that there are technological fixes to all our problems; we live in a system that has physical limits, and the evidence suggests we are close to those limits. Technological fundamentalism—the quasi-religious belief that the use of advanced technology is always appropriate, and that any problems caused by the unintended consequences can be remedied by more technology—is as empty a promise as other fundamentalisms.

If all this seems like more than one can bear, it’s because it is. We are facing new, more expansive challenges. Never in human history have potential catastrophes been so global; never have social and ecological crises of this scale threatened at the same time; never have we had so much information about the threats we must come to terms with.

It’s easy to cover up our inability to face this by projecting it onto others. When someone tells me “I agree with your assessment, but people can’t handle it,” I assume what that person really means is, “I can’t handle it.” But handling it is, in the end, the only sensible choice.

Mainstream politicians will continue to protect existing systems of power, corporate executives will continue to maximize profit without concern, and the majority of people will continue to avoid these questions. It’s the job of people with critical sensibilities—those who consistently speak out for justice and sustainability, even when it’s difficult—not to back away just because the world has grown more ominous.

Adopting this apocalyptic framework doesn’t mean separating from mainstream society or giving up ongoing projects that seek a more just world within existing systems. I am a professor at a university that does not share my values or analysis, yet I continue to teach. In my community, I am part of a group that helps people create worker-cooperatives that will operate within a capitalist system that I believe to be a dead end. I belong to a congregation that struggles to radicalize Christianity while remaining part of a cautious, often cowardly, denomination.

I am apocalyptic, but I’m not interested in empty rhetoric drawn from past revolutionary moments. Yes, we need a revolution—many revolutions—but a strategy is not yet clear. So, as we work patiently on reformist projects, we can continue to offer a radical analysis and experiment with new ways of working together. While engaged in education and community organizing with modest immediate goals, we can contribute to the strengthening of networks and institutions that can be the base for the more radical change we need. In these spaces today we can articulate, and live, the values of solidarity and equity that are always essential.

To adopt an apocalyptic worldview is not to abandon hope but to affirm life. As James Baldwin put it decades ago, we must remember “that life is the only touchstone and that life is dangerous, and that without the joyful acceptance of this danger, there can never be any safety for anyone, ever, anywhere.” By avoiding the stark reality of our moment in history we don’t make ourselves safe, we undermine the potential of struggles for justice and sustainability.

As Baldwin put it so poignantly in that same 1962 essay, “Not everything that is faced can be changed; but nothing can be changed until it is faced.”

It’s time to get apocalyptic, or get out of the way.
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LAST WORDSLAST WORDS

The last time I heard Jim Koplin’s voice was on the phone, on a Thursday night, less than two days before he died. I was pulling up to a restaurant in Austin to meet friends for dinner, and as I got out of my car, “Incoming Call / Jim Koplin” flashed on my cell phone. Without the ID, I likely wouldn’t have known who it was, because Jim’s voice was weak and he was disoriented. He said something about not feeling well, but I could barely make out the words.

I immediately got scared—if Jim was feeling so sick that he needed help, he should have been calling his neighbors to come over. If he was calling me in Texas when he needed help at home in Minneapolis, all I could figure is that he hit a speed-dial button at random, which suggested that he might be too delirious to dial. I tried to get him to explain what was wrong, but all Jim could say was that he felt weak. I told him to hang up the phone and stay there, that I would call Ila and James to come help him. When I was sure he understood, I hung up and dialed them. James answered, and I told him to go over immediately, which confused him at first. Jim had come down with some kind of cold or flu and James had been over to check on him earlier in the day, and I wasn’t communicating clearly that Jim had taken a sudden turn for the worst. But James heard the fear in my voice and raced over.

That was the beginning of Jim Koplin’s last two days with us. When Ila and James realized Jim wasn’t even strong enough to be helped to their car to go to the emergency room, they called 911 and the paramedics took him to the hospital. By Saturday afternoon he was dead from pneumonia. Only a few of his friends got a chance to visit him in the hospital, including Joe and Oskar. Throughout Friday and Saturday, I was on the phone with some of Jim’s other close out-of-town friends, talking about whether we should all fly up right away, or go in shifts to make sure he had people with him for the coming weeks. We knew Jim didn’t like people fussing over him, and our thoughts were focused on how best to help him when he got better, not on rushing to see him before he died.

Every time I think, “I wish I had jumped on the first plane to Minneapolis,” I hear Jim’s voice: “How could you have known I was going to die so quickly? I was in good health for a seventy-nine-year-old man, and there was no reason to think I was dying. And, even if you had gotten there before I died, what would it have mattered? Would it have changed anything or added anything to our love for each other?”

Jim was always deliberate, someone who tried to identify all aspects of a decision and come to sensible conclusions. Emotional reactions were relevant, but not the only criteria for making decisions. He would have wanted support, both in the moment and over the long haul, but he wouldn’t have wanted a crowd around. He had many close, loving friends in Minneapolis who would be there during a hospital stay. He would have told those of us from out of town to calm down and see how things develop.

We did that, and we never got to see him again. Here’s what I imagine Jim would have said in response: “So what? By the time you would have arrived, I would have been on my way out. What is so important about seeing me in the hospital with my body shutting down?”

He would have been right about that, though I still wish I had been there, not because I would have been some unique comfort to him but because I would have wanted to hear him talk through his own death. That may seem morbid, but Jim and I had spent a lot of time talking about how awkwardly this culture deals with death. Jim pointed out that growing up on a farm teaches you early about how natural death is. He loved telling the story about Louie Courneya, the father of his longtime friend Cal from childhood, who was rushed to the hospital unconscious and then woke up in a bed with various needles and tubes stuck in him. As Jim told the story, Louie looked around at all the medical apparatus, then looked at his sons who were in the room and shouted, “What is going on here? My God, boys, you’ve seen animals die. You should know better.” With that, Louie tried taking out the IVs so he could get home.

Jim’s relationship to modern medicine was cautious. A couple of years before he died, Jim had been diagnosed with cancer in his cheek, and he deliberated carefully before deciding to let the doctor do surgery. It looked as if simple surgery would take care of the problem, and it turned out that no chemo or radiation therapy was necessary, though Jim had not decided whether he would undergo those therapies if it had been recommended. He wasn’t looking to die, but he also wasn’t looking to prolong his life in ways that diminished his ability to live the way he thought made sense, and falling too deeply into the clutches of the medical establishment made no sense to Jim.

So, maybe it is a bit morbid, but I would have wanted to have been by Jim’s bed to hear his account of his own death. Because I wasn’t there, I imagine it this way: Jim gets to the emergency room on Thursday night and by Friday he is stable enough to have visitors. But he’s weak, and throughout the day he’s methodically assessing the health of his various systems—circulatory, respiratory, digestive. While the medical staff is monitoring him, he’s monitoring himself, weighing the pros and cons of continuing to fight to stay alive given the likely long-term quality-of-life prognosis. Then on Saturday, when he had enough data to make a decision, I believe Jim made a very conscious choice to leave us. To leave me. I admire him for having the clarity to do that, and I hate him for doing it, and imagining that he was so deliberate in deciding to leave is part of why I loved him so much.

A small group of friends assembled in Minneapolis the day after Jim’s death, which lifted all our spirits but of course did nothing to lessen the shock. We all were younger than Jim, which meant we all had thought about this moment, but we still were pondering what was unthinkable: a world without Jim Koplin. We were the ones who could say, “If I hadn’t met Jim Koplin, I wouldn’t be the person I am today.” There is no preparing for the day that kind of person dies, though we coped the way people always cope, by laughing and crying and remembering.

The one scene I wish Jim had been able to witness came at the Cremation Society of Minnesota, where, in very Koplinesque fashion, Jim had registered and paid for cremation so that we wouldn’t have to fuss with it. Diane, Sox, and I accompanied Ila to meet with one of the staff and work out the details. In that meeting, I noticed that the staff member, an appropriately nice gentleman, kept injecting into the conversation comments such as, “And you are aware that Jim chose cremation.” At first, I was confused. We were at the Cremation Society, so isn’t it obvious? After he said it the third time, I finally figured it out. I told him that I had been puzzled by his comments about this being Jim’s choice, until I realized that the Society probably routinely deals with families in which the deceased chose cremation but some members of the family were upset and wanted a traditional burial. He smiled and said, yes, such tension did arise at times, and so they always reminded people that it was the deceased’s choice.

We assured him that we were all on board with Jim’s decision—he did, in fact, choose cremation—and the meeting went forward smoothly. I thought that was the end of it, but later, after Ila had returned to the Society on her own to pick up some paperwork, there was one last detail to cope with. Jim had served in the U.S. Army, which was easy to forget given his short length of service and his strong antiwar and anti-empire politics. But to the Cremation Society, Jim was a veteran, and the loved ones of every veteran get a carefully folded U.S. flag. When Ila went for the final meeting, the staff member presented her with the flag. Knowing Jim wanted nothing to do with patriotic symbols, but not wanting to be impolite, she took the flag and then said to us, “What am I going to do with this?” She didn’t want to throw it away, but she also didn’t want to keep it. So, I offered to take it and find an appropriate use for it. I stuffed it in my bag and brought it back to Austin, where it sits, still neatly folded, on a shelf in my office at home. When I’m at my desk and swivel around toward the door, I see Jim’s flag, and on occasion I spend some time wondering what I’m going to do with it. But mostly I look at that flag and wait to see what memory of Jim is sparked at that moment on that particular day. I may just leave the flag there, grateful for the reminder of Jim.

The same thing happens when I reach into my bag and pull out that little black notebook to take into church. During the winter months, it also happens when I put on his black wool vest, which was the only other thing I took from Jim’s house. In addition to the functionality of the vest for warmth, Jim also used it to “dress up.” Like me, Jim kept his wardrobe plain, selecting clothes for value and use. When the baseline for “fancy” is so low, something like a nice wool vest can be a quick and easy bump up. I took great joy when I started wearing the vest to work and colleagues said, “You look nice.” The vest was still doing the work Jim intended it to do.

Memories of Jim also now are sparked when I’m in living room of my home with Eliza and I look at Deserted Gardens hanging on the wall. While sitting in my assigned chair at Jim’s house, staring at that print on his wall, I often told him that it was the only thing in the house that I really wanted after he died. But when it came time to take it after his death, I couldn’t do it. At that moment, the thought of having a reminder of Jim at home seemed more than I could bear, and so I told Ila that I didn’t want it. A few months later, a UPS truck rolled up into our driveway and I sat staring at a large box addressed to me, wondering if I was now officially senile and had forgotten about some major item that I had ordered. When I pulled out the print, still in the beautiful rough wood frame, I smiled at Ila’s generosity. By that time, I was ready to put it on the wall at home, and I was grateful for her kindness. I pulled off the bubble wrap and started to ponder where to hang it. As I examined the frame to make sure it was intact after the long trip, I noticed a yellow post-it note stuck on the back, in Jim’s distinctive left-handed writing: “Bob Jensen gets this! j”

I got the print, and I’m still struggling to get the message, at ever-deeper levels, as I do my best to live in a world without Jim Koplin.









EPILOGUEEPILOGUE









RICE AND GREENSRICE AND GREENS

When he was alive, Jim would not let me write about him, out of a humility that was as genuine as I’ve ever seen in a person. Jim didn’t lack self-confidence—he knew what he was good at, and he wasn’t falsely modest—but he had no need to be publicly recognized. He and I never discussed what I might write after his death, and so I have no guidelines from him for this writing.

Although I don’t have to answer to Jim about the choices I’ve made in writing about him, I do have to answer to his memory, which means I had best avoid an overly sentimental conclusion, which would have annoyed him. Jim was never one for long, tearful good-byes. When he would drop me at the light-rail station in south Minneapolis to catch a train for the airport, it was a quick good-bye and an even quicker hug, and off he went.

Still, I want to find an insightful way to sum up how influential Jim Koplin was, in my life and the lives of so many others, in a way that conveys how he was, at the same time, utterly ordinary and distinctively extraordinary. Jim would likely say that the desire for such a conclusion is unrealistic, that no one’s life can be summarized quickly, at least not in any meaningful way. I imagine him suggesting that we should judge a person’s life using Wes Jackson’s “mill around” theory of human existence: Our job is to mill around, live cheap, and die. By those standards, Jim lived a good life. He milled around creatively and productively, he lived cheaper than most of us, and he died without exhausting himself or those around him.

But that is not a satisfying ending for me. So, here’s my attempt to summarize the life and love of Jim Koplin in way that he would have to accept:

Sautee onions and garlic in olive oil in a pan. Season to your taste. Add layers of cooked rice, greens, and grated cheese. Cover and cook at high temperature until the onions begin to caramelize, the greens have wilted, and the cheese has melted. Serve directly from the pan.

That simple recipe for Jim’s signature rice-and-greens dish is an important part of the legacy he left. When I met Jim, I had minimal cooking skills that he helped me upgrade. I learned mostly by watching, discovering that I didn’t like cooking anything so complex that it required one of Jim’s recipe cards. That’s one reason I was drawn immediately to the rice-and-greens—it is not only simple but also a forgiving dish, one that allows for a wide margin of error.

Jim described this as classic “peasant food,” versions of which exist in many cultures, and he had cobbled his together from influences in Tennessee and southern France. Its advantages were obvious: low cost, hearty, and minimal cleanup. Most any variety of onions, rice, greens, and cheese will work, though Jim stuck mostly to red onions, brown rice, kale or Swiss chard, and sharp cheddar. He went light on seasonings—salt, pepper, maybe a bit of parsley (always the flat Italian style, never the more ornamental curly), depending on what was in the garden or on the shelf.

As was the pattern with me and Jim, I was considerably less precise and a bit more experimental. I played around with various seasonings, doing a hotter Mexican version, sometimes using Indian spices. I often threw other vegetables in with the onions—a bit of tomato or bell pepper, and especially fresh corn, which gives it a nice sweetness. I have on occasion added a layer of tofu that had been marinated in tamari and fried, which adds saltiness and makes a complete protein with the rice. I agreed with Jim that kale and Swiss chard worked best, after many less-than-successful experiments, including one with mustard greens. But I remain eclectic on the cheeses, using at times not only cheddar but also Romano, Parmesan, and Asiago, and on occasion promiscuously mixing them in the same batch.

Rice-and-greens was one of the basics in my kitchen repertoire when I lived alone, but my attachment to the dish intensified when Eliza and I started “keeping company,” as old-timers in Texas say. At the time I was living in a dumpy one-bedroom apartment, which meant she and I spent our time at her house, and as we got to know each other we quickly realized that both of us preferred spending time at home rather that going out to restaurants. That meant figuring out a kitchen routine. I made it clear that I liked kitchen work, both cooking and cleaning up, which gave me a chance to use my hands after a day at school, where I mostly read, write, and talk. Still, because it was her house and we were still getting to know each other, Eliza felt some need to be part of the process. Increasingly, I found her presence in the kitchen distracting, and she didn’t seem to be enjoying it all that much. I finally asked her, “Do you like cooking and doing dishes?” “Not really,” she replied. “I cooked for eighteen years for kids, and if I never make another meal or do another dish in my life, that’s OK with me.” I said, “I really do enjoy it, and I’d be happy to do all this.”

Eliza saw her opening and took it. “That works for me,” she said, and since then the kitchen has been my space, while she takes care of the garden and yard, and the rest of the house. I keep to basic dishes—vegetables, salads, potatoes, beans. It’s not fancy, but it’s filling and healthy. Most important, Eliza likes it. And of all the things I cook, her favorite over time has been Jim’s rice and greens. It is the most comfortable of our comfort foods, the dish I try to make every time Eliza comes home from the road. Both Jim and I derived great pleasure from knowing that what he had taught me to cook in his home was the food that had become home for me and Eliza.

But the story doesn’t end there. The year before Jim died, my friend Marla Camp, publisher of Edible Austin magazine, asked if I would encourage Eliza to contribute a recipe to their “celebrity cooks” issue. I said I could ask, but that because Eliza hadn’t been cooking much since I moved in, I’m not sure what she would have to offer. So the feature became Bob and Eliza, with me riding on her celebrity coattails. The recipe I offered? There was only one choice possible. Once again, Jim and I got a kick out of how his dish was spreading, not only through his friends, who introduced their friends to it, but now also in a mass-mediated form. Random reports suggest that the dish has been a hit in lots of households.

About a year after Jim died, I was at a party chatting with someone I didn’t know, and she said, “Are you the Bob Jensen who . . .” As she spoke, I wondered if she was going to end the sentence with something like, “the Bob Jensen who wrote that great book,” or “the Bob Jensen who emceed that great rally,” or “the Bob Jensen I have heard so much about at UT.” I have an ego, and I want people to think well of me. I want to be known as someone whose work is respected. I still want that, and any of those compliments I was imagining would have been fine. But what she said was far more satisfying:

“Are you the Bob Jensen with that great rice-and-greens recipe?”
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